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 ABSTRACT 
 
“Spirit of Improvement”:  
Construction, Conflict, and Community in Early-National Port Cities 
 
Kathryn K. Lasdow 
 
“Spirit of Improvement” explores the social, economic, and architectural consequences of 
waterfront improvement initiatives undertaken in Boston, New York, Philadelphia, and 
Charleston from the waning years of the colonial period through the passage of the first 
federally-sponsored warehousing act in 1846. City-dwellers replaced a haphazardly-constructed 
warren of crooked streets, wooden storehouses and buildings, and dilapidated wharves of the 
colonial period, with orderly streetscapes, brick and stone buildings, and expanded infrastructure 
dedicated to local and international commerce. Though in each city, construction differed in 
scale and regional form, improvements everywhere were a daunting physical, financial, and 
political task.  
This dissertation seeks to present the stories of men and women throughout American 
cities to uncover the social and economic complexities that lay at the heart of improvement 
initiatives in the colonial and early national periods. Merchants and speculators sought new 
forms of government authorization and the consent of property holders to reorder the landscape. 
Architects and engineers drafted cutting-edge designs for warehouses and harbors that looked to 
European examples and embraced the aesthetics of neoclassicism, industrial technology, and 
emerging theories of public health and disease prevention. White and black laborers dredged 
harbors, extended docks, and erected brick and stone warehouses. Female boardinghouse and 
shopkeepers established businesses adjacent to the wharves. Not only did residents confront the 
persistence of improvement projects in their midst, they also confronted their personal 
relationships to the abundance of interests jostling for prominence in the early-national 
 marketplace. As a result, these initiatives proved highly contentious both for the elites who could 
afford to fund competing projects, as well as for the artisans, free and enslaved laborers, small 
business and property holders, and families living and working on the margins of society. As the 
cities’ poor and middling sorts witnessed the transformations occurring around them, many were 
left to grapple with the question, “Improvement, but for whom?” 
 Today, inhabitants of America’s port cities will find many of these themes all-too 
familiar: the presence of corporate development along shorelines; the role of celebrated 
architects and planners in the design and construction of expensive waterfront buildings; the 
ousting of long-term residents and businesses in the face of high rents or shifting clientele; and 
the emergence of a socially invisible, but economically essential, service-sector workforce who 
provide the necessary labor to keep these ventures afloat. “Spirit of Improvement” seeks to 
uncover the complex historical roots of America’s fascination with waterfront development—a 
phenomenon that stretches back to the improvement initiatives of the early republic, when 
merchant-entrepreneurs began to truly exploit infrastructure’s economic potential. In the early 
nineteenth century, capitalist development served the interests of merchants and businessmen 
involved international trade and commerce. Today, we look to the future of our urban 
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If you drive down Philadelphia’s Callowhill Street towards the Delaware River, you will 
feel far-removed from the brick row houses, cobblestone streets, and national monuments that 
characterize the city’s historic core. Just two blocks from the water’s edge sits Front Street. Once 
the center of Philadelphia’s colonial-era waterfront, Front Street has since been divided into 
northern and southern segments by Interstate 95. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 
Front Street traversed a tall embankment above the Delaware River where merchants built 
warehouses and shops that supported the city’s growing maritime trades. Presently, the bit of 
Front Street between Callowhill and Vine Streets presents a pastiche of Philadelphia’s past and 
present architecture. Nineteenth-century row houses adjoin modern condos. A poultry plant sits 
down the street from a neighborhood park. Belgian-block paving stones hint at the days of horses 
and carriages, rather than the container trucks that now squeeze past these buildings.  
In 1684, William Penn, the founder of the Province of Pennsylvania, instructed Front 
Street property owners to “build stairs . . . at the top of the bank” to grant the public unimpeded 
river access. Today, sandwiched between two stuccoed-brick buildings, sit the Wood Street 
steps, named for an alleyway that once ran beneath Front Street.1 These stone steps may be the 
stairs described in Penn’s original mandate and the last remaining set of waterfront stairs from 
the colonial-era.2  Philadelphia’s waterfront reveals little in the way of its early-American roots, 
                                               
1. Land patent from William Penn to Henry Johnson, March 1689, quoted in Harry Kyriakodis, 
Philadelphia’s Lost Waterfront (Charleston: History Press, 2011), 29. The impetus for the Wood Street steps likely 
dates to March 1689, when Penn directed Henry Johnson to build “one publick [sic] Pair of Stone Stairs . . . leading 
from . . . Front Street down to the Lower Street.” 
 
2 Kyriakodis, Philadelphia’s Lost Waterfront, 29-30. Historians have long debated whether these “Penn 
steps” are original; many scholars have suggested that seventeenth-century Philadelphians built their waterfront 
stairs from wood. 
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paved over with asphalt, rebuilt with concrete piers and public parks, and cut off from the city’s 
core by highways and bridges. Yet the Wood Street steps remain. 
Though it can be difficult to see the built environment of America’s early wharf districts, 
we continue to live with the legacy of these spaces. Travel to Boston, New York, Philadelphia, 
and Charleston and you will encounter many similar stories of historic buildings and streets 
decimated by urban renewal and highway construction in the mid twentieth century. City 
officials have recently targeted these spaces for “adaptive reuse,” “resiliency planning,” and 
leisure and recreation. New York City has invested millions of dollars to turn Brooklyn’s once-
industrial East-River waterfront into an elaborate public park.3 The Boston harbor, notorious in 
the late twentieth century for its elevated expressway, now boasts the Rose Kennedy Greenway, 
a chain of gardens that sit atop an underground highway tunnel.4 In Philadelphia, Penn’s Landing 
Park is slated to connect the city’s historic downtown to the Delaware River by way of a 
pedestrian bridge.5 As modern city dwellers look to the future of their waterfronts, they confront 
the historical foundations on which these physical and social structures stand. 
This dissertation sets out to recover the built landscapes of colonial and early-national 
Boston, New York, Philadelphia, and Charleston through the stories of the men and women who 
built, lived, and worked in the wharves, warehouses, shops, and streetscapes that defined their 
cities’ boundaries. It focuses on stories of landmaking, wharf and warehouse construction, and 
public health debates, and property disputes to explore the social and economic ramifications of 
waterfront development from the waning years of the colonial period to the passage of the first 
                                               
3 Brooklyn Bridge Park, 2018, https://www.brooklynbridgepark.org/. 
 
4 The Greenway, 2018, https://www.rosekennedygreenway.org/. 
 
5 Delaware River Waterfront, 2018, http://www.delawareriverwaterfront.com/places/penn-s-landing-park. 
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federally sponsored warehousing act in 1846. It argues that only by examining the social and 
economic contexts that supported the replacement of earlier waterfronts with specialized 
mercantile districts can we fully account for the range of physical landscapes and public 
responses those efforts produced. Comparing the port building process in different cities shows 
both the positive and negative sides to improvement—the efforts that could boost and belittle 
members of society—and illustrates the many reasons why Americans were compelled to invest 
time, money, and labor to fill, dredge, build, and inhabit the waterfront in the first place. 
During this roughly eighty-year period, civic leaders replaced haphazard warrens of 
streets, storehouses, and wharves with ordered streetscapes, brick and stone buildings, and 
infrastructure dedicated to global commerce. In New York, the Common Council sponsored the 
sale of “water lots”—plots of riverbed that property owners filled with earth to create new plots 
of land—for the construction of wharves, warehouses, and city streets. By the close of the 
eighteenth century, landfilling had expanded the southern tip of Manhattan seventy-four acres—
or about fifty-six football fields—in dimension.6 In Philadelphia, yellow fever epidemics 
compelled civic leaders and medical professionals to promote planning and architecture as a 
means to eradicate disease. In Boston, merchant-entrepreneurs embraced the corporate form to 
justify the demolition of entire neighborhoods and to support the construction of monumental 
wharf and warehouse buildings. Their efforts to reconfigure Boston’s South End had dramatic 
consequences for the men and women of middling means who once owned property along the 
harbor. In Charleston, West India merchants looked to the Caribbean as a model for building port 
infrastructure steeped in the traditions of slavery. Their building efforts reflected Charleston’s 
ongoing commitment to aristocratic culture—a culture first defined in the city’s links to the 
                                               
6 Ted Steinberg, Gotham Unbound: The Ecological History of Greater New York (New York: Simon & 
Schuster, 2014), 34. 
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British Empire. Though construction differed in scale and regional form across these ports, civic 
leaders from north to south called for projects that placed their cities at the center of national 
prosperity. Their efforts culminated in the Warehousing Act of 1846, which established a system 
of federally-sponsored warehouses and set in motion an architectural standard for mid-
nineteenth-century warehouse design.  
Colonial and early-national Americans called this urban development process 
“improvement.” These improvement initiatives proved highly contentious both for the elites who 
could afford to fund competing projects and for the artisans, free and enslaved laborers, and 
small business and property owners living and working on the margins of society. Merchants and 
businessmen called on political leaders to redefine property rights and to overcome the resistance 
of port residents, whose property stood in the way of promised progress.  
Simultaneously, the debates over waterfront improvement were bound up in port-
dwellers’ emerging understanding of the waterfront as a discrete district. Merchants called for 
large-scale construction that reconfigured the ports’ functional parameters, turning a region that 
was once the domain of many residents, workers, and businessmen, into a district dedicated to 
functional storage, the movement and sale of goods from around the world, and merchant office 
space. Their efforts to fund the construction of wharves and warehouses ultimately consolidated 
property ownership along the waterfront, out of the control of men and women across the social 
spectrum and into the hands of a few elite men. Ordinary residents found themselves cut off from 
the waterfront as property owners. As the cities’ poor and middling sorts witnessed the 
architectural transformations occurring around them, many were left to wonder if these 
improvements were truly improvements at all.  
 
 5 
Improvement in Early America 
Americans inherited and participated in the debates surrounding improvement’s 
definitions and implications from their colonial-era predecessors and from their European peers. 
And, in the decades surrounding the Revolution, Americans were obsessed with improving 
things. Everything, it seemed, from breeding livestock, to learning a musical instrument or 
foreign language, to the funding and creation of large-scale architectural projects, could be an 
investment in the greater improvement of the United States. Port improvements were but one of 
many initiatives sponsored by civic leaders, wealthy financiers, and everyday residents in 
American cities. For many people, improvements—including roads, bridges, canals, 
manufacturing, animal husbandry, agriculture, and harbor construction—stemmed both from a 
practical need for better amenities and from a commonly held belief that people, animals, places, 
and objects could be modified to bolster material and moral growth.7  
In the colonial and early-national periods, Americans defined their waterfronts and their 
aesthetics in relation to other countries, especially Great Britain. The term improvement 
originated in England in the seventeenth century, defined initially as a vague “process of gradual 
and piecemeal . . . betterment.”8 By the eighteenth century, improvement’s definition expanded 
to include its interpretation as both an act and an object: “to advance or raise to a better quality or 
condition;” “to bring into a more profitable or desirable state;” or “a piece of land . . . rendered 
                                               
7 Eric Stoykovich, “The Culture of Improvement: Domestic Livestock, Animal Breeding, and 
Philadelphia’s Urban Gentlemen, 1820-1860,” The Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 134, no. 1 
(January 2010): 34, 37. 
 
8 Paul Slack, The Invention of Improvement: Information and Material Progress in Seventeenth-Century 
England (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 2. See also Robert Friedel, A Culture of Improvement: 
Technology and the Western Millennium (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2007); John L. Larson, Internal 
Improvement: National Public Works and the Promise of Popular Government in the Early United States (Chapel 
Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press, 2001); Sarah Tarlow, The Archaeology of Improvement in Britain, 
1750-1850 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007).  
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more profitable by enclosure, cultivation, [or] the erection of buildings.”9 Improvement also 
acquired an economic connotation, encompassing the development, increase, and monetization 
of a variety of pursuits. Early thinkers in the field of political economy argued it was possible to 
“improve” a country through numbers and financial knowledge. They argued that by 
understanding the ins-and-outs of national finances, by counting population, and by calculating 
where money was spent, saved, and invested, a country could increase production at home and 
compete economically on a global scale. 
This dissertation reveals that the way Americans thought about and implemented 
waterfront improvements changed over time, from piecemeal infrastructure of the eighteenth 
century to the massive, corporate-sponsored endeavors of the early republic. In the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries, the improvement of ports was largely a utilitarian, ad hoc endeavor. 
Property owners, in concert with master builders, selected readily available local materials to 
construct wharves and warehouses that met immediate need for shipping efficiency and storage. 
Not until the late 1790s and early 1800s—with an influx of capital, foreign goods, and consumer 
demand—did American ports assume the genteel trappings and aesthetic refinements befitting 
striving cities. With money to invest and European examples to emulate, merchants, political 
leaders, and entrepreneurs committed themselves to building improvements that not only 
functioned but also looked the part of a successful port as well.  
The improvements taking place in early-republican cities were both spatial and social. It 
was possible, project promoters argued, to construct buildings and landscapes that would not 
only elevate a city’s infrastructure and physical layout but would also offer an ideal setting for 
the human display and performance of polite behavior and manners. In port cities, the felling of 
                                               
 9 "Improve, v.2," Oxford English Dictionary Online, Oxford University Press, last modified March 2015, 
http://www.oed.com/. 
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trees for the construction of new wharves; the carving of stone for warehouses and seawalls; the 
design of exterior facades with columns, pediments, and symmetrical fenestration; or the 
decoration of interior spaces with moldings, plaster, and fresh coats of paint, all attempted to 
elevate utilitarian structures through architectural design.10 In the process, improvement sought 
to create a refined landscape of work, shipping, and merchant business in keeping with the 
genteel symbolism that neoclassical architecture was believed to project. Improvers hoped that 
these structures would reflect well on their new nation’s attempts to join an international world 
of trade.  
In the colonial period, improvement culture was open to a broad spectrum of society. At 
the elite level, merchant entrepreneurs and their widows turned to waterfront investment and 
management to boost their economic and social standing. Men and women of middling social 
ranks could also find opportunity by securing employment on the streets and docks, or by 
renting, buying, or selling real property. For the city’s poorer residents, opportunity came in the 
form of illicit activities, such as stealing goods from warehouses and ships, or huckstering on the 
docks for money. But as the stories that follow show, it was much easier for merchants to 
imagine a landscape of architectural grandeur, social order, and economic efficiency for their 
new nation than it was to maintain it. The rise of corporate-sponsored improvements and theft- 
and fire-proof warehouses in the early-nineteenth century increasingly restricted Americans’ 
access to port-side opportunity. But the realities and demand for dockside labor—expressed most 
clearly in the presence of black and white bodies toiling on the docks, hawking goods, and 
                                               
10 Carl Bridenbaugh, Cities in Revolt: Urban Life in America, 1743-1776 (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1971) and Cities in the Wilderness: The First Century of Urban Life in America, 1625-1742 (New York: 
Ronald Press, 1938);  Dell Upton, “Inventing the Metropolis: Civilization and Urbanity in Antebellum New York,” 
in Art and the Empire City: New York, 1825-1861 (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2000), 3-47. 
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running boarding houses—illustrated to merchants and civic elites the impossibility of fully 
eliminating the hustle and bustle of wharf-district life.  
Though “improvement” gestured to a positive advancement in spatial conditions, the men 
and women who experienced these improvement efforts first-hand understood that every project 
had its consequences. As historian Seth Rockman explains, waterfront life and labor were 
sustained by glaring social and economic inequity. “Behind such abstractions as ‘improvement,’ 
‘growth,’ and ‘development,’” he writes, “was manual labor performed under difficult 
circumstances by those facing material deprivation or physical coercion.”11 Improvement’s 
harms extended beyond labor conditions and included threats of social and economic 
displacement at every level of society, from the lowliest dockworker to the wealthiest merchant. 
An apprenticeship in a waterfront trade—shipbuilding, woodworking, and blacksmithing, for 
example—could bring eventual personal and economic freedom to white laborers, with an 
opportunity to set up their own shops once completed. But for many poor white and enslaved 
laborers, work was simply that—work. And difficult work at that. Laborers endured long days 
and a grueling, dangerous pace, as well as the added uncertainty of seasonal employment and the 
pinched pockets that winter could bring. For the enslaved laborers purchased by shipwrights or 
carpenters to provide cheap labor, or for those hired out by their masters, any income they earned 
became the immediate property of their master. 
This dissertation seeks to present the stories of men and women throughout American 
cities to uncover the social and economic complexities that lay at the heart of improvement 
initiatives in the colonial and early national periods. For many of the men and women who lived 
and worked on or near the waterfront, improvement initiatives could increase business, both of 
                                               
11 Seth Rockman, Scraping By: Wage Labor, Slavery, and Survival in Early Baltimore (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 2008), 17. 
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the respectable kind—shops and boardinghouses—and the ill-reputed sort: brothels, taverns, and 
huckstering. For others, including the generations of women who stood to inherit property from 
their fathers and husbands at the close of the colonial period, new methods of financing in the 
early republic, particularly corporate-sponsored construction, signaled their exclusion from the 
dockside spaces and buildings they once claimed as their own. 
Merchants, too, faced social and financial risk when funding an improvement. They 
could bolster their livelihoods through investment in landfilling and the construction of wharves 
and warehouses by creating the spaces where their private interests could flourish and grow. But 
large-scale construction also entailed great uncertainty; wooden warehouses were prone to theft 
and fire; ships could be stolen if not carefully guarded; and made-land quickly deteriorated and 
could pose health and safety hazards. It is possible to understand their varied reactions to 
improvement projects, which ranged from celebrated, to anxious, to violent, and many shades 
between.  
Throughout the colonial and early-national periods, residents of Boston, New York, 
Philadelphia, and Charleston experienced how labor practices, infrastructure, public health 
measures, and access to real property could ebb and flow with the economic tide. Since the 
1760s, merchants had settled accounts and hired laborers on the same streets, docks, slips, and 
warehouses. A master craftsman at the end of his tenure and a budding journeyman just starting 
out worked on and with structures that had existed for a generation. The Revolution signaled a 
turning point for North American ports. Once-leading cities could no longer boast the newest or 
best infrastructure and as up-and-coming cities, including Baltimore and New Orleans, emerged 
as powerful competitors.12 Merchants and civic leaders came to understand what it meant for a 
                                               
12 Rockman, Scraping By, 34. 
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port to lose its economic standing. “Everything . . . bears the marks of a town still in its infancy,” 
remarked Parisian lawyer and journalist Jacques-Pierre Brissot on a visit to Boston in 1788.13  
Although the Revolution hindered construction, it did not sever these cities’ aesthetic 
connections to Great Britain. In fact, as the increased demand for English luxury goods and 
architectural styles suggest, it strengthened those connections.14 Architecture, home furnishings, 
fashions, and even food signaled the countries’ enduring economic and cultural links.  In the 
early republic, Atlantic port infrastructure reflected this connection.15 By the 1790s and early 
1800s, with renewed trade in the West Indies and the opening of trade routes to China and the 
East Indies, American merchants renewed their investment in port building. Though builders and 
laborers took their cues from techniques passed down through centuries, their building initiatives 
took on greater scale and capital to elevate American cities to a competitive level with Europe. 
Waterfront districts needed to look successful in order to be successful.  
While colonial-era efforts to improve waterfronts set the precedent by which ports could 
be surveyed, filled, and built over time, it was the improvements of the early nineteenth century 
that reflected an unprecedented investment in aesthetics and scale. Shipping, trade, and merchant 
business still occupied a central place in local economies as oceans, rivers, and harbors linked 
American cities with ports and peoples around the globe. But by the early-national period, 
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merchants, financiers, and city governments looked to their useable mercantilist past to plan for 
what they hoped would be a prosperous commercial future. 
By the mid-nineteenth century, merchants joined forces across state lines to finance 
large-scale international shipping ventures. Following the model set by English waterfront 
construction in the early 1800s, American merchants pressured Congress for legislation that 
would allow for the construction of bonded warehouses throughout American ports. In 1846, the 
Warehousing Act not only allowed merchants to store goods tax-free in bonded warehouses, but 
also pushed warehouse-builders to adhere to standardized design parameters that included fire-
proofing and security measures. A national warehouse form, recognizable for its brick 
construction, arched windows with iron shutters, and vague references to neoclassical forms soon 
replaced the regional vernaculars that characterized America’s colonial and early-national 
ports.16 
 
Historiography and Method 
This dissertation draws together several fields—most notably social history, the history of 
capitalism, architectural history, and material culture—to explain the contestation over the 
improvement of American waterfront landscapes in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries. It draws from a robust literature on cities in the colonial and early national eras to 
contribute to scholarly debates about how transformations in people’s individual rights and 
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privileges following the American Revolution facilitated the emergence of institutions that 
dictated people’s relationship to property ownership, politics, and economic opportunity.17  
Social historians of capitalism are doing exciting work on the history of finance, 
corporations, and economic transformations in the early national period.18 In the late twentieth 
century, historians of the “Market Revolution” sketched a systematic, linear economic trajectory 
of American economic development, arguing that the country moved from agrarian or urban 
household production in the late-eighteenth century, to an industrial, mechanized landscape in 
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the mid-nineteenth century.19 More recently, scholars have broadened our understanding of 
America’s “capitalist transition” beyond the model of a Market Revolution, insisting that 
America’s transition to capitalism was anything but uniform and that industrialization and 
mechanization were far from inevitable. Capitalism’s reach extended far beyond the economy 
and touched nearly every aspect of American society.20 Scholars have discussed the social 
controversies and debates that arose in reaction to these changes and have convincingly shown 
that economic participation and class formation varied among regions and occupations.21 Other 
                                               
19 Jeanne Boydston, Home and Work: Housework, Wages, and the Ideology of Labor in the Early Republic 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1990); Christopher Clark, The Roots of Rural Capitalism: Western 
Massachusetts, 1780–1860 (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1992); Paul A. Gilje, The Road to Mobocracy: 
Popular Disorder in New York City, 1763-1834 (Chapel Hill, NC: UNC Press, 1987); Gilje and Howard B. Rock 
eds. “Waterfront Workers: Afloat and Ashore,” in Keepers of the Revolution: New Yorkers at Work in the Early 
Republic (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1992); Paul E. Johnson, A Shopkeeper’s Millennium: Society and 
Revivals in Rochester, New York, 1815-1837 (New York: Hill and Wang, 1978); Gary Kulik, “Dams, Fish, and 
Farmers: The Defense of Public Rights in Eighteenth-Century Rhode Island” in The New England Working Class 
and the New Labor History, eds. Herbert G. Gutman and Donald H. Bell (Urbana, IL: University of Illinois Press, 
1987); Michael A. Morrison and James Brewer Stewart, eds. Race and the Early Republic: Racial Consciousness 
and Nation-Building in the Early Republic (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2002); William Pencak 
and Conrad E. Wright, eds. New York and the Rise of American Capitalism: Economic Development and the Social 
and Political History of an American State, 1780-1870 (New York: N-YHS, 1989); David Roediger, The Wages of 
Whiteness: Race and the Making of the American Working Class (New York: New Left Books, 1991); Ronald 
Schultz, The Republic of Labor: Philadelphia Artisans and the Politics of Class, 1720-1830 (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1993); Charles Sellers, The Market Revolution: Jacksonian America, 1815-1846 (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1994); Billy G. Smith, The ‘Lower Sort’: Philadelphia’s Laboring People, 1750-1800 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1990); Christine Stansell, City of Women: Sex and Class in New York, 1789-
1860 (University of Illinois Press, 1987); Sean Wilentz, Chants Democratic and the Rise of the American Working 
Class, 1785-1850 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1984).  
 
20 Sven Beckert, “History of American Capitalism,” in American History Now, ed. Eric Foner and Lisa 
McGirr (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2011); Naomi Lamoreaux, “The Future of Economic History Must 
Be Interdisciplinary,” Journal of Economic History 75, no. 4 (2015): 1251-1257; Cathy Matson, “Economy History 
at a Crossroads: Reconsidering Methods, Spaces, and Peoples,” Journal of the Early Republic 36, no. 4 (Winter 
2016): 601-612; Craig Thomas Marin, “Coercion, Cooperation, and Conflict along the Charleston Waterfront, 1739-
1785: Navigating the Social Waters of an Atlantic Port City,” PhD thesis, University of Pittsburgh, 2007; Dan Rood, 
“Beckert is Liverpool, Baptist is New Orleans: Geography Returns to the History of Capitalism,” Journal of the 
Early Republic 36, no. 1 (Spring 2016: 151-167; Rockman, “What Makes the History of Capitalism Newsworthy?” 
Journal of the Early Republic 34, no. 3 (Fall 2014): 439-466. 
 
21 Jacqueline Barbara Carr, “Marketing Gentility: Boston’s Businesswomen, 1780-1830,” The New 
England Quarterly 82, no. 1 (March 2009): 25-55; Class Matters: Early North America and the Atlantic World, eds. 
Simon Middleton and Billy G. Smith (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011); Seth Rockman, 
Scraping By; Michael Zakim, “Producing Capitalism: The Clerk at Work,” in Capitalism Takes Command. 
 
 14 
scholars have also illustrated how shifts in the structure of the home and workplace affected the 
daily experiences of both free and enslaved men and women.22 
By linking the history of capitalism to the built environment, I show how Americans 
debated different ways to craft and inhabit shared landscapes. In the process, they sought to 
strike a balance between rights of custom and proprietorship, corporate investment, and the use 
of new legal and political instruments to reconfigure their surroundings. For the men and women 
in America’s port cities, the nation’s transition to capitalism was not a system of calculable 
trends and outcomes. Rather, it was a variegated process that affected labor relations, business 
practices, property ownership, and the built environment. It could be seen in the construction of 
monumental waterfront infrastructure and the responses of ordinary men and women who 
confronted these projects in their midst. I argue that Americans understood port improvement as 
one of the opportunities and perils of American economic growth and international commerce. 
Debates surrounding the design and destiny of early-national improvements articulated hopes 
and uncertainties about America’s economic future. 
Accounting for these changes in the built environment entails analyzing the structures 
themselves and their physical manifestations across space and time. I therefore draw upon the 
tools of archaeologists, historical geographers, and environmental and architectural historians, to 
reconstruct these spaces on the page. Archaeologists have uncovered the remains of landfill 
cribs, wharves, seawalls, and warehouse foundations that have been covered up by subsequent 
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periods of urban growth and construction. 23 This physical evidence not only allows us to 
understand vernacular construction patterns, but also suggests things about the humanity of life, 
labor practices, and the power relations that dictated how people inhabited these spaces once 
completed. Recently, historical geographers have begun to study how people’s cognitive maps—
the mental recollections of everyday places that humans create to make sense of the world—
shape how they moved through cities and remembered these landscapes later in life.24 Other 
scholars have studied how early Americans’ understanding of spatial proximity and disease 
outbreaks informed the ways they investigated disease and proposed methods to combat its 
spread.25 Similarly, environmental historians have studied the impact of epidemics and poor 
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sanitation on daily life in American cities.26 They have shown how epidemics shaped people’s 
conceptualization of the waterfront as a distinct district.27 I bring this work into conversation 
with the scholarship on improvement initiatives in the early national period to demonstrate how 
city leaders used the language of public health, safety, and sanitation to justify the demolition of 
existing port infrastructure in favor of new construction.  
Architectural historians and material culture scholars have convincingly argued that 
buildings and streetscapes reveal social tension and aspiration in the early American republic.28 
Their work on vernacular architecture in the Atlantic world offers a model of how to read 
intertwined built, political, and economic developments between the United States, Great Britain, 
and the Greater Caribbean. Through their explorations of such locations as Charleston, South 
Carolina, and Falmouth and Kingston, Jamaica, we have learned that Americans understood the 
                                               
Cartography Through Yellow Fever Mapping,” Journal of Business and Technical Communications 29, Issue 3, 
(2015): 257-283. 
 
26 Molly Caldwell Crosby, The American Plague: The Untold Story of Yellow Fever, the Epidemic that 
Shaped Our History (New York: Penguin, 2006); Elizabeth A. Fenn, Pox Americana: The Great Smallpox Epidemic 
of 1775-82 (New York: Hill and Wang, 2001); Jacquelyn C. Miller, “The Wages of Blackness: African American 
Workers and the Meanings of Race during Philadelphia’s 1793 Yellow Fever Epidemic,” The Pennsylvania 
Magazine of History and Biography Vol. 129, no. 2 (April 2005): 163-194; J. H. Powell, Bring Out Your Dead: The 
Great Plague of Yellow Fever in Philadelphia in 1793 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1949); 
Benjamin Allen Concannon Smith, “Impatient and Pestilent: Public Health and the Reopening of the Slave Trade in 
Early National Charleston,” The South Carolina Historical Magazine 114, no. 1 (January 2013): 29-58.  
 
27 Dell Upton, “The Smell of Danger,” and “On the Waterfront,” in Another City, 56-61, 294-295. 
 
28 Hilary Ballon, The Greatest Grid: The Master Plan of Manhattan, 1811-2011 (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2012); Bushman, The Refinement of America; Butler, Becoming America; J. Ritchie Garrison, Two 
Carpenters: Architecture and Building in Early New England, 1799-1859 (Knoxville, TN: University of Tennessee 
Press, 2006; David Hancock, Citizens of the World: London Merchants and the Integration of the British Atlantic 
Community, 1735-1785 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997); Bernard Herman, Townhouse: Architecture 
and Material Life in the Early American City, 1780-1830 (Chapel Hill, NC: The University of North Carolina Press, 
2005); Jane Kamensky, The Exchange Artist: A Tale of High-flying Speculation and America’s First Banking 
Collapse (New York: Viking, 2008); Ellen Fletcher Rosebrock, Counting-house Days in South Street: New York’s 
Early Brick Seaport Buildings (New York: South Street Seaport Museum, 1975); Tamara Plakins Thornton, 
“Capitalist Aesthetics: Americans Look at the London and Liverpool Docks,” in Capitalism Takes Command; Dell 




built environment to be both a product of the local economy and an expression of the country’s 
enduring links to international trade networks built on slavery.29 Other scholars have expanded 
our understanding of the ways architectural styles and trends percolate around the globe by 
focusing on the confluence of western and Asian architecture and aesthetics. Their work has 
explored the emergence of an architectural “hybrid” of merchant-spaces in Asian ports that 
reflected the growing trade links between Europe, America, and China in the early nineteenth 
century.30  
Architectural historians have also illustrated how the built environment gestured to civic 
concerns about health and public order in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.31 
Some scholars have illustrated how each city’s desire to remodel the waterfront emerged from 
centuries of attempts to mold the natural shoreline to human needs and from efforts to fund 
projects on par with those initiated elsewhere at home and abroad.32 Other scholars have shown 
how spatial improvements, such as the gridded street, tell a broader story about growth and 
development over the course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.33   
While historians have focused on political and economic policies that bolstered internal 
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improvements,34 I present a more finely grained analysis of improvement as a process. It came 
about through a mixture of economic demand, political sanction, and public support and outcry; 
it was not simply the product of top-down authorization. I address improvement’s social and 
political stakes in local arenas. I use the methods of archaeology and architecture to reveal 
aspects of this waterfront landscape that social historians have generally missed.35 Uncovering 
these stories and reconstructing this landscape requires that we look not only to the paper trail of 
the past—the property and probate records, letters, and business papers that recount construction 
tales—but also to the built environment itself: extant structures and, sometimes, the wooden and 
stone foundations hidden feet beneath the ground.  
I compare contests over waterfront improvements and demonstrate that changes to a 
city’s built form were not an inevitable outcome determined by who could pay the most for an 
advantageous location. Instead, these projects demanded new forms of engineering and political 
authorization and they brought about unanticipated social consequences. I attempt to understand 
why American port cities took the built forms they did and to tease out the myriad social and 
economic consequences of these endeavors. I demonstrate how Americans envisioned waterfront 
improvement as part of a larger culture of personal, political, and spatial betterment and I 
uncover the men and women who participated in and reacted to these efforts.  
Written observations from ordinary Americans bolster our understanding of the physical 
remnants of early infrastructure. These recollections provide first-hand impressions of shoreline 
vistas and buildings. They illustrate what it might have been like to encounter these spaces as a 
local or a visitor and what sorts of characteristics—size, upkeep, or aesthetics—a viewer deemed 
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important about a port. Visual evidence from paintings and engravings helps situate waterfront 
infrastructure within the greater footprint of ports at home and abroad. Although improvements 
varied in size, scale, and function, they were part of a common effort across the country to place 
waterfront infrastructure at the heart of the commercial economy and to place American ports on 
par with cities around the globe. 
This dissertation explains how changes to the built environment of American waterfront 
districts drove economic growth in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.36 It asks, 
how did individuals or corporations acquire the land and capital necessary for the construction of 
large-scale wharves, warehouses, and city streets? Why was the waterfront and its improvement 
a source of fascination and concern for merchants, residents, and political leaders alike? And, 
why did some residents tout improvements as welcome additions to the landscape, while others 
decried these projects as nuisances?  
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The story unfolds over five chapters, which explore how themes of spatial proximity, 
political culture, and access to property and capital played out in each city. I reconstruct these 
cities from the ground up, using the archaeological footprint to uncover the wooden landfill 
cribs, building foundations, and remnants of city blocks and streets that comprised America’s 
earliest ports. Understanding how people built, lived, and worked in these spaces allows me to 
then explore the problems these wooden, landfilled spaces produced and the public health 
dangers they posed. Debates over the links between disease and the waterfront district pushed 
civic leaders and wealthy financiers to propose architectural solutions, such as the construction 
of large-scale brick and stone warehouses, graded streets, and broader sanitation measures. Their 
efforts resulted in new patterns of property distribution and reconfigured the landscape of 
property ownership for men and women across the social spectrum. By the mid nineteenth 
century, American merchants turned to an increasingly standardized brick warehouse form that 
culminated at the federal level with the passage of the Warehousing Act of 1846. 
Chapter One examines the infrastructural roots of wharf and warehouse construction in 
Boston, New York, Philadelphia, and Charleston from the seventeenth through mid-eighteenth 
centuries. It uses archaeological evidence of shipyards and wharves to decipher the construction 
practices and labor conditions that surrounded early-American infrastructure. I demonstrate how 
the physical remains of these shoreline spaces offer tangible clues about what it was like to live 
and work on the waterfront in the colonial period. These landscapes illustrate the challenges 
craftsmen, merchants, political leaders, and ordinary residents had to confront when building 
anew along the shore.  
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Chapter Two explores how yellow fever outbreaks in New York and Philadelphia forced 
residents to confront haphazardly-built infrastructure and its connection to disease. Civic leaders 
in both cities reacted against the piecemeal construction techniques of the colonial period in 
favor of systematic building- and public-health measures intended to alleviate the spread of 
yellow fever. Although eighteenth-century waterfronts were economically essential places, 
Americans would have hardly described these spaces as “genteel.” By the 1780s and 90s, many 
middling and upper-class residents developed a conflicted relationship to their wharf districts. 
They described their waterfronts as teeming with “strangers,” a term used to encompass any man 
or woman, black or white, not known to the broader community. Along the docks, sailors took 
their leave and spent their meager pay on drinks, games, and prostitutes. Thieves broke into ships 
and warehouses. Black and white female hucksters peddled fruits, vegetables, fish, and other 
wares on street corners. The waterfront also smelled terrible. Human and animal waste, garbage, 
and decomposing vegetable matter combined with runoff from slaughter houses and breweries to 
produce the noxious aroma of the port.  
The combination of perceived and actual unruly behavior, along with the port’s decaying 
built environment, caused leading merchants to question whether these spaces could compete 
economically on an international scale. Though these merchants had a significant economic stake 
in the landscape around them, it was the broader public’s response to the unruliness of the docks 
that made improvement a collective, rather than staunchly private concern. Yellow fever 
pamphlets, spot maps, and architectural treatises helped residents visualize and grasp public 
health dangers. While New Yorkers pushed for improvements in sanitation and street 
maintenance on a block-by-block basis, Philadelphians hoped merchant philanthropists would 
advance more elaborate proposals to rid the city of yellow fever.  
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Chapter Three investigates how Boston merchant-entrepreneurs created corporate 
waterfront companies to build such projects as Broad Street, India Street, and India Wharf, a 
neoclassical warehouse and street complex. In the first two decades of the nineteenth century, 
Boston’s merchant elites shifted away from improvement efforts that supported real estate 
ownership by both men and women and towards ones in which only individuals—namely, 
men—with the most social and political clout had a say in how the waterfront looked and 
functioned. In the early 1800s, a group of male merchants formed two business corporations—
the Broad Street Associates and the Proprietors of India Wharf—to build a gigantic wharf 
complex dedicated to Boston’s booming East Indies trade. This project took landfilling to its 
extreme. Workers built out the shoreline to lengths never before attempted in Boston for a single 
project. The merchant-entrepreneurs purchased hundreds of wooden dwellings, stores, and 
rickety wharves from local property owners and then proceeded to tear them all down. In their 
place, they built the largest building ever constructed in America up to that point: a seven-story 
brick and stone warehouse that they named India Wharf. The wharf connected to the city center 
by two monumental avenues lined with brick warehouses, called Broad and India Street. The 
project was a monument to neoclassical architecture, with buildings decorated with columns, 
pediments, archways, and stone details. The project had dramatic implications for the men and 
women who called this region home, by drastically altering their access to the waterfront. Some 
men attempted to demolish the projects that caused their plight, taking to the docks with 
crowbars and axes to tear these projects to pieces.  
Chapter Four explores how the resulting improvement efforts also transformed the 
waterfront’s social landscape as Americans constructed, dismantled, and negotiated their 
competing visions of the ideal waterfront. It uncovers corporate improvement’s impact on female 
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real estate owners and renters in Boston in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, 
using tax assessments, property maps, probate records, and biographies of female real 
proprietors. In the late eighteenth century, a property regime steeped in traditions of familial 
inheritance and small-scale real estate investment allowed women across class lines to achieve a 
level of social and financial independence. But during the early decades of the nineteenth 
century, corporate-sponsored port improvements reconfigured patterns of property ownership in 
ways that prevented unmarried women from owning property along the docks. Women 
reinserted themselves into the waterfront landscape as tenants, and they ran boardinghouses and 
shops on the newly-corporatized wharves. 
Chapter Five reveals how America’s continued economic dependence on and emulation 
of the British Empire shaped waterfront landscapes around the globe and pushed American 
merchants to consider new legislation, financial instruments, and built forms to streamline and 
consolidate their trade on a global scale. Throughout the early-national period, the American 
cities reflected enduring links with Great Britain through a shared architectural heritage of 
neoclassicism. Whether manifested in warehouses, commercial buildings, or domestic 
architecture, or represented figuratively in city views, on consumer goods, and in fine art, 
American merchants applied neoclassicism’s forms and features to traditionally utilitarian 
structures. By the 1830s, merchants in Boston, New York, Philadelphia, and Charleston—as well 
as in the emerging ports of Baltimore, Savannah, and New Orleans—developed business ties 
across state lines that allowed them to finance bigger ventures and send ships around the globe. 
Their collective efforts culminated at the federal level in the passage of the Warehousing Act of 
1846, which not only streamlined how merchants throughout United States’ cities could store, 
ship, and pay for their goods, but also ushered in a new era of brick warehouse construction.  
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Many physical and cultural layers comprised America’s early waterfront districts. In the 
pages that follow I hope to show how these layers overlapped with the stories of ordinary life. I 
explore the tales of merchants and architects who envisioned and designed these spaces in their 
minds and on the drafting table. I discuss the pamphleteers who published descriptions of port 
cities in the midst of epidemics, hoping to spark a call for more sanitary buildings and streets. I 
uncover the free and enslaved laborers whose back-breaking efforts felled trees, leveled hills, 
stacked timbers, and carted mud and trash to be dumped into landfill, as well as the countless 
men and women who found their homes and businesses in the path of oncoming construction. 
Finally, I examine the local governments, surveyors, and merchant-financiers who doled out 
water lots, staked out new streets leading to the wharves, and invoked the power of eminent 
domain to clear the way for waterfront building. All of these men and women participated in 
some way in the “spirit of improvement” that infused American cities in the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth centuries. Their lives populated the homes, streets, shops, warehouses, and 
docks that comprised the waterfront districts. Their everyday experiences explain why waterfront 
landscapes became a center of “useful improvement” at the turn of the nineteenth century and 








The Origins of Early American Waterfront Improvements 
 
The cold wind stung their faces and hands as representatives from Philadelphia’s 
American Philosophical Society (APS) stood on the docks of the Delaware River in January 
1774 and watched as a hippopotamus sank beneath the water’s surface, emerging with a large 
quantity of mud and sludge from the riverbed. The idea to let the hippo out on the Delaware that 
day had sprung from the imaginative mind of its owner, engineer Arthur Donaldson. In 1774, 
Donaldson focused his attention on solving the “impracticality” of Philadelphia’s wharves. An 
influx of tidal muck had left the structures “totally deserted by ships of burden,” which could no 
longer find deep enough water to dock. The APS wondered if the hippopotamus might solve the 
city’s nagging sediment problem, so they arranged a committee to observe what happened when 
Donaldson took his hippopotamus out on the river. [Fig. 1.1] 
Despite its name, Donaldson’s hippopotamus was no grey skinned, big-bellied, African 
mammal. Rather, Donaldson’s creature was a newly invented dredging machine—a floating 
crane powered by three men and a horse, designed to haul buckets of mud from the river bottom. 
(The invention’s nickname most likely originated from the ancient Greek term for hippopotamus: 
“River Horse.”) The dredge garnered a great deal of attention, from the popular press to the halls 
of government. “The merits of this machine are so great as to deserve the particular notice and 
encouragement of the public,” The Pennsylvania Magazine reported. When the state’s General 
Assembly heard the APS committee’s findings, it declared, “[the Hippopotamus] will well 
answer the purpose of cleansing the docks.” The Assembly even paid Donaldson £100 for his 
design. The renown of Arthur Donaldson’s dredging machine spoke to a greater effort on the part 
of Americans living in cities to find state-of-the-art methods for maintaining effective 
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waterfronts in the early national period. For those Americans interested in the growth of 
economically viable ports, it was not enough to have harbors that merely accommodated ships 
and storage. The waterfront also had to look promising and prosperous. It had to become a center 
of “useful improvement.”37 Residents elsewhere in American ports mirrored the improvements 
happening in Philadelphia; many also sought new engineering and architectural techniques to 
improve their harbors and riverfronts. Waterfront improvements were part of a cultural and 
infrastructural ethos that shaped city building throughout the Atlantic world.  
The Revolution interrupted the maintenance of American waterfronts. In its aftermath, 
residents confronted the remaining infrastructure of the colonial past. Characterized by utilitarian 
wharves and warehouses, and sites for small-scale production, this infrastructure could not meet 
the demands of merchants, financiers, and other entrepreneurs who wished to expand the port. In 
the decades following the Revolution, Americans embraced architecture, engineering, design, 
and finance to expand and improve their cities’ shorelines, they confronted the pre-existing port 
landscape of the colonial period. What exactly did this commercial waterfront look like? And 
why did it suddenly fail to meet the needs of cities that had depended on these facilities for 
generations?  
As the stories that follow reveal, Americans in the early national period deemed the 
waterfront landscape of the previous generation to be insufficient. The mercantile population 
believed the nation’s future economic and cultural prosperity was inherently tied to the scale and 
success of its waterfront infrastructure; they saw the existing wharves, warehouses, and shipping 
facilities as incongruous with these expectations. Before America’s early cities could imagine 
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state-of-the-art methods for their design, construction, and maintenance, they first had to 
confront the preexisting infrastructure of the colonial period.  
 
The Geography and Natural Resources of Early American Ports 
 
When Labadist minister Jasper Danckaerts sailed into New York harbor in 1679, he 
encountered a landscape replete with natural resources. “It is not possible to describe how this 
bay [New York harbor] swarms with fish, both large and small . . . eagles and other birds of prey 
swiftly . . . fly with them to the nearest woods or beach, as we saw.”38 In addition to observing 
plants and animals, Danckaerts also drew sketches of Manhattan, detailing the relationship 
between waterways and buildings as seen from the East River. The island’s sandy beaches, 
canals, streets, and structures reflected how seventeenth-century residents had looked to 
geography, natural resources, and cultural taste when establishing a port.39 [Fig. 1.2] New York 
was not the only city to exhibit these particular features. Residents of Boston, Philadelphia, and 
Charleston also had to adapt their cities to the local landscape. In each place, political leaders and 
residents initiated construction efforts that considered shoreline depth, access to deep water, the 
size of navigable shipping ways, and the proximity of the local population to wharves, 
warehouses, and other auxiliary buildings. Though each city responded to its local geography in 
site-specific ways, each shared the common goal of bolstering its local commerce through the 
infrastructure of trade and exchange.  
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New York could trace its colonial settlement to the Dutch West India Company in 1624 
with the construction of Fort Amsterdam at the base of Manhattan. Situated at the apex of two 
massive stretches of beach, New York harbor was divided into the Lower Bay, the Narrows, the 
Upper Bay, the East River, and the Hudson (North) River.40 To New Amsterdam, the Dutch 
brought an understanding of how to construct cities in concert with surrounding bodies of water; 
their arrival in the mid-Atlantic region corresponded with the apex of dyke and canal 
construction in the Netherlands.41 Water was central to the port’s success as rivers, inlets, and 
bays formed crucial inland trade networks and navigation routes. For two generations, New 
Amsterdam’s buffered shores kept the colony relatively isolated and protected from the 
encroachment of other European colonial powers, including the English, Spanish, and French.42  
Over the first thirty years of settlement, New Amsterdam grew to include 350 buildings, 
approximately a dozen dirt and cobbled streets, and the gravel and sod-walled Fort Amsterdam.43 
From 1647 to 1664, colonists oriented New Amsterdam toward the harbor and rivers, 
constructing a large timber-lined canal along present-day Broad Street that extended from the 
harbor nearly to the wooden wall on Wall Street.44  The canal brought water into the city center. 
At high tide boats passed “almost through ye town,” while pedestrians walked along three 
wooden bridges built above the canal. Up until the mid-1600s “a narrow reddish sand beach” 
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surrounded the island’s East River shoreline.45 Following the English takeover of the colony in 
the 1660s, colonists eschewed the Dutch model of port construction and instead embraced the 
English tradition. In place of slips that penetrated the town, they constructed timber-framed cribs 
that extended the shoreline, filling in the marshlands, tidal flats, and other shallow areas with 
streets and perpendicular wharves that stretched into the East River and harbor.46 This landfilling 
tradition would set the standard by which New York’s coastline would expand and grow over the 
coming centuries.  
Unlike New York, the ports of Boston, Philadelphia, and Charleston adopted the English 
model of waterfront construction from the start. Boston, founded in 1630, quickly assumed a 
prominent position among New England ports. Located halfway between two Massachusetts 
shipping regions, the North and South Shores, Boston offered a protected refuge for ships 
venturing between the two locations, as well as a stopping point for merchant vessels continuing 
for longer coastal journeys or across the Atlantic. Located close to abundant natural forests and 
situated on a deep-water harbor, Boston’s fortuitous position in New England bolstered its early 
success.47 [Fig. 1.3] 
The port’s uneven shoreline topography dictated residents’ interactions with the 
waterfront as early as the 1650s, as town leaders granted permits for wharf construction at 
various points along the harbor.48 Because of Boston’s position on a peninsula, the water along 
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the shore was shallow and often filled with marshy grasses. To reach the deep harbor, residents 
had to build outward. Many chose to conquer these water-born obstacles through landfill—a 
phenomenon that mirrored port-building efforts throughout the colonies. Obstructions could still 
pose a problem to ships, leading town leaders to mandate that residents install warning lanterns 
in the water to indicate the presence of any impediments in a ship’s path. In the harbor, nearly 
500 vessels could wait comfortably away from the obstructions at the shoreline. Large ocean-
going vessels reached Boston in two ways. A ship could anchor in the deep-water harbor and 
rely on a fleet of small lighter boats to unload cargo and scuttle back and forth between the shore 
and the ship. Or, a ship could dock along the city’s deep-water wharves, and rely on a team of 
laborers—stevedores, cart men, and longshoremen, among others—to unload and load cargo.49 
By the early eighteenth century, expanding maritime activity required that the city invest 
more diligently in its waterfront facilities. Merchants increased their landfilling efforts to support 
the construction of additional wharves and piers. In 1710, a group of merchants built the longest 
wharf the colonies had ever seen. Named “Long Wharf,” the structure stretched 1,000 feet into 
the harbor—an impressive, but somewhat comical, structure for it surpassed in length all the 
other wharves along the Boston waterfront at that time.50 By mid-century more than seventy 
wharves stretched along the harbor’s edge.51 Merchants constructed numerous counting houses 
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and warehouses on top of these structures where they conducted business and safely stored 
goods.52  
Philadelphia’s origins also owed much to its fortuitous waterfront position. In 1681, King 
Charles II granted William Penn 45,000 square miles of land in what would become 
Pennsylvania. Penn proposed to lay out “a large Towne or Citty in the most Convenient place” 
between the Delaware and Schuylkill Rivers “for health and Navigation” and set to work with 
surveyor Thomas Holme to draft a plan for the city of Philadelphia.53 For many reasons, Penn’s 
chosen location was a foolish one; the early waterfront was not without its obstacles. Ships 
entering and leaving Philadelphia had to confront a formidable sandbar in the Delaware River 
that cut water depth by eighteen feet at low tide and could easily beach a vessel.54 The city itself 
was located nearly 100 miles from the Atlantic Ocean. The Delaware—though crucial for 
navigation—was winding and plagued by river intrusions. In the winter, ice could close the river 
for months at a time, while strong tides and winds throughout the year made navigation 
treacherous.55 [Fig. 1.4] 
But Penn’s choice to settle in this river-bound location was a conscious one. Not only 
was the Delaware “one of the . . . pleasantest rivers in the world,” it was also one of the longest, 
continuous rivers east of the Mississippi.56 Together, the Delaware and Schuykill Rivers 
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provided residents with much needed links between the city, the rural countryside to the west, 
and with the Chesapeake Bay to the south. Early Philadelphians benefitted from fertile soils 
along the river bank, various creeks and rivers to aid transportation, opportunities to import raw 
produce, and ample timber supplies from inland forests.57 Penn and Holme’s plan for 
Philadelphia focused on a 12,000-acre rectangular grid with two central, intersecting streets—
Broad and High—and five city squares. Penn’s plan anticipated waterfront access on both the 
Delaware and Schuylkill Rivers, with urban growth proceeding evenly between the two river 
banks. Penn initially hoped to keep the Delaware River waterfront open to the public, with a 
promenade along Front Street.58  
But for all the aspirations Penn had for his city, his plan quickly met with reality. The 
Delaware waterfront was mostly inaccessible—separated from the city center by a tall 
embankment that ranged anywhere from ten to fifty feet high. At the base of the embankment, 
the tide washed a sandy beach along present-day Water Street.59 These geographic constraints 
did not stem early Philadelphians’ desire to settle along shore. By the mid-1680s city agents 
began selling waterfront lots east of Front Street to the city’s earliest property owners, known as 
“First Purchasers.” Some of the First Purchasers sought to turn a profit from these lots and began 
subdividing them for sale.  
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In a few short years, wharves and warehouses crowded the Delaware River waterfront. 
To retain some public access to the waterfront, in 1684 Penn issued a statement to all property 
owners along Front Street: “The [Embankment] is . . . common, from end to end. The rest, next 
[to] the water, belongs to front-lot men . . . They may build stairs—and, [at] the top of the bank, 
a common exchange or walk; and against [Front] street, common wharfs may be built freely; —
but into the water and the shore, is no purchaser’s.” With this statement, Penn attempted to 
balance the public and private demand for riverfront access. Property owners could build on their 
lots, but only if the public could also retain access to the riverfront via a series of stone steps 
descending from the embankment to the river below.60 By the turn of the eighteenth century, 
private-property owners subdivided Philadelphia’s waterfront into an array of wharves, 
interspersed with public landings that corresponded to the city’s major streets. 
By the eighteenth century, Philadelphia was a prosperous economic hub. Most growth 
occurred on the streets, alleys, and waterfront adjacent to the Delaware River. This growth was 
felt both in bodies and in buildings. The city’s population increased from approximately 5,000 
people to 14,000 people between 1722 and 1750. Those individuals crowded themselves between 
Pine Street to the south, the Delaware River to the east, Race Street to the north, and Eighth 
Street to the west.61 Front Street and Water Street became the epicenter of shoreline activity, 
with warehouses, merchant counting houses, wharves, shipbuilding facilities, and other auxiliary 
trades proliferating.62 By the mid-eighteenth century, Philadelphia exceeded Boston and New 
York in size and volume of shipping traffic. The city boasted “one of the safest & most 
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commodious” harbors in the colonies “where ships of the greatest Burthen may safely anchor. In 
October 1753, 117 “sea Vessels” docked in the harbor “at one time.”63   
Charleston, founded in 1678, was the most important city in the southern colonies.64 Its 
geography dictated its early growth. Located on Oyster Point, a small, defensible peninsula 
between the Ashley and Cooper Rivers, the city boasted an expansive harbor that stretched more 
than two miles wide—deep enough for vessels drawing upwards of six feet.65 Designed around 
the “Grand Modell” plan—similar to Penn’s grid for Philadelphia—Charleston featured a 
prominent central square, gridded streets, and land divided into small, narrow lots for sale and 
development. One visitor to the colony in 1680 remarked that the “situation of this Town is so 
convenient for public commerce that it rather seems to be the design of some skillful Artist than 
the accidental position of nature.”66 Early improvement efforts in Charleston focused on the 
central commercial district and the wharves adjacent to East Bay Street. By the eighteenth 
century, the city expanded westward, reclaiming marshland and shoreline through landfill.67 
[Fig. 1.5] 
Between 1680 and 1720, Charleston struggled to prosper. The subtropical climate and 
dense settlement made the peninsula particularly prone to extreme weather conditions and 
epidemic disease; fires, hurricanes, and earthquakes, as well as smallpox and yellow fever 
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outbreaks, decimated the town’s population before 1700.68 However, the city depended on the 
fruits of the slave economy. Rural and urban slave owners forcibly imported scores of African 
men and women, who labored on nearby plantations, on the docks, and in households. The 
Atlantic slave trade bolstered the economies of cities throughout North America in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. By 1750, the institution was legal in every North American 
colony, though local circumstances and economic trends dictated its spread and influence in 
daily life. Slavery was present in New York from the earliest years of Dutch settlement. By 
1700, enslaved men and women comprised over forty percent of New York’s population—
second only to Charleston. In Philadelphia, by 1750, the enslaved population comprised between 
fifteen to twenty percent of the population. In Massachusetts, slaves constituted a relatively small 
segment of society; only two percent of the population was enslaved as late as the 1760s. From 
north to south, slavery supported both the growing port economies and the agricultural landscape 
of the rural hinterlands. Owners often “hired out” enslaved men and women to take on dock 
work, domestic labor, and other occupations. These laborers worked alongside free white and 
black laborers and indentured servants, creating a hybrid system to meet the needs of a flexible 
colonial economy.69  
As a result of slave labor, Low Country plantations witnessed an increase in rice 
cultivation by the 1740s, bolstering Charleston’s economy and solidifying its standing as a 
leading British-colonial port.70 From 1740 to the mid-1760s, enslaved labor also increased wharf 
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construction; the number of wharves gracing the Cooper River grew from eight to twelve and by 
the end of the Revolution Charleston’s wharves numbered in the twenties. On these shoreline 
structures, merchants directed enslaved laborers to build brick and wooden warehouses, sail 
lofts, and other trade and storage buildings.71 
Charleston also took advantage of the coastal trade, due to its exports of local agricultural 
products and its shipments of turpentine, rosin, and lumber. With increased trade came an 
increase in enslaved and free skilled laborers. By the turn of the eighteenth century, the port 
flooded with workers, traders, and merchants. Shipwrights repaired coastal trading vessels; 
shopkeepers supplied daily staple goods and luxury items to a growing population; and slave 
traders sold and purchased African bodies.72 In 1751, Governor James Glen described the 
mercantile activity on the Cooper River as “a floating market” and indeed it was, as Charleston’s 
import economy flourished as never before.73  
In addition to a port’s geography, Boston, New York, Philadelphia, and Charleston each 
possessed a distinct architectural aesthetic, grounded in local vernacular building traditions and 
available materials. Eighteenth-century residents and visitors understood this architectural 
language to reflect their city’s relationship to England, and of its overall refinement and comfort. 
Visitors remarked on each port’s visual similarities to European cities. Boston, with its timber-
framed buildings and narrow cobble-stone streets, looked a great deal like London. “A 
Gentleman from London would almost think himself at home in Boston,” wrote English observer 
Daniel Neal in 1720. “The numbers of People, their Houses, their Furniture, their Tables, their 
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Dress and Conversation . . . is as splendid and showy as that of the most considerable Tradesmen 
in London.”74 “Charles Town, the Metropolis, is a neat pretty place,” remarked Eliza Lucas in a 
letter to her brother in 1742. “The streets and houses regularly built. . . as almost any where.”75 
Travelers to New York remarked upon the aspects of Dutch culture that mingled with English 
traditions, continuing to shape the look and feel of the city decades after the English assumed 
control of Manhattan. “You find some [buildings] still standing in the Dutch style; they afford 
some pleasure to the European observer,” remarked Jacques-Pierre Brissot in 1788. “They trace 
to him the origin of this colony, and the manners of those who inhabit it, while they call to his 
mind the ancient Belgic State.”76 
Americans also expressed their enduring architectural links to the British Empire through 
such structures as custom houses—where officials processed paperwork and collected duties on 
imported and exported goods. In the eighteenth century, these structures provided a central 
location for agents to enforce the British Navigation Acts. After independence, Americans 
adapted the custom house’s lineage to the new federal government.77 These buildings ranged 
from single rooms inside warehouses, to offices inside merchant homes, to standalone structures. 
Historian Guatham Rao writes that “these somewhat anonymous structures blended into the built 
environment of colonial commerce.”78 In New York, the custom house moved twice in the 
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1790s, from a small building on South William Street from 1790 to 1799 to the more elaborate 
accommodations of the Government House from 1799 to 1815. In the colonial period, Boston’s 
custom house stood on King Street (later State Street); Paul Revere featured it prominently in his 
engraving of the Boston Massacre, hinting at his understanding of the Revolutionary War’s links 
to imperial commerce and trade.79 Not until the second decade of the nineteenth century would 
cities begin to invest in the construction of elaborate buildings designed specifically for the 
purpose of enforcing customs procedures.80  
A mix of utilitarian infrastructure and domestic space characterized America’s early 
waterfronts and reflected the close associations between work and home. Architectural historian 
Henry Glassie asserts that common vernacular building patterns reveal “a prevalence of 
collective, rather than individual effort.”81 In the late eighteenth century, cities from north to 
south featured an assortment of small, wood-framed structures that served as houses and shops. 
These buildings stood between one- and two-stories tall, reflecting the most-common dwelling 
option for the artisan class. In Philadelphia, for instance, artisans clustered on Beck Street and 
Almond Street in the Southwark neighborhood. Here, their buildings ranged from one-story 
frame buildings, some with attached back buildings or kitchens, to tall two- to three-story brick 
row homes. Architectural historian Bernard Herman has argued that this range of building 
options illustrates the “problem of drawing conclusions [about people’s living conditions] based 
on house size alone.”82 A small frame dwelling could be well-built and finely finished, while a 
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lavish row house could mask crowded interiors and dilapidated construction. In fact, many 
artisans and sailors lived in shared lodgings and took rooms in female-run boarding houses that 
could range from tiny shacks to massive structures. The men residing in these spaces included 
grizzled old workers at the end of their careers, to young men just starting out in a trade. Many 
artisans and mariners moved frequently—called up for various voyages around the world or 
seeking employment opportunities elsewhere. They kept their belongings in wooden trunks that 
they could easily pack up and move from place to place.  
Along the waterfront city dwellers could not escape the clamor and chaos of the docks. It 
often returned home with them, as sailors and artisans took up lodging in residences adjacent to 
the wharves. Men and women defined their relationship to each other and to waterfront through 
“a complex weave of associations and behaviors that engaged all aspects of their everyday 
lives.”83 These associations ranged from occupations, to family ties, to connections with other 
artisans, laborers, and business owners. These behaviors encompassed the arduous labor of 
loading and unloading ships, the boisterous behavior of sailors in port on leave, and the 
interactions between merchants, laborers, and other tradespeople throughout the city.  
 
The Shipbuilding Trade in Colonial Port Cities 
By the eighteenth century, harbors and waterfronts were predominantly functional spaces 
that accommodated ships and vessels of varying sizes. This landscape included the necessary 
facilities—shoreline construction sites, slips, ropewalks, and other trades—to fabricate and repair 
them for sail. The story of Charles West’s Philadelphia shipyard, placed in context with 
shipbuilding elsewhere in the colonies, demonstrates how questions of economic growth and 
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prosperity—and by extension, their improvement for future generations—were intimately tied to 
the infrastructure and labor that supported it.  
In the 1740s, Philadelphia was the epicenter of shipbuilding in the colonies and local 
shipbuilder Charles West was a busy man.  Laborers in his Northern Liberties shipyard on the 
shores of the Delaware River were hard at work building an array of vessels for local merchants, 
including the ship Mary for Philadelphia commission-merchant John Reynell and his associate 
Daniel Flexney of London.84 Standing at the top of the Wood Street steps—a stone stairway that 
allowed pedestrians easy access from Front Street to the waterfront below—Charles West took 
stock of his shipyard. Stretching 250 feet along Water Street between Vine and Wood Streets, 
with frontage on the Delaware River, the yard had served the merchant and shipping community 
for over sixty years.85  
West watched as workers, both black and white, dutifully built the Mary and tended to 
other odd jobs required on the yard. The yard was full of people—carpenters, caulkers, reamers, 
joiners, sawyers, painters, and sundry laborers. On a busy day, the activity at West’s shipyard 
would have resembled the action depicted in William Birch’s engraving of shipbuilding, 
“Preparation for War to Defend Commerce.” [Fig. 1.6] Laborers carted timber in wheelbarrows 
along Wood Street. Teams of men sawed the heavy wood that comprised the vessel’s frame.86 
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Joiner John White smoothed the rough outsides of plank boards and built railings on deck, while 
carver Anthony Wilkinson meticulously completed the task of crafting the wood finishings in 
cabins. Blockmaker Stephen Bazelee sawed heavy chunks of wood that would eventually 
support the masts that James Reynolds, the mastmaker, built for the vessel. Caulkers, using 
mallets and chisels, drove coils of caulk into the seams between ship planking. And ropemaker 
John Phillips spun cords of cotton and hemp into the thick, sturdy ropes that would serve all 
manner of purposes—from hoisting sails, to carting goods—on board the finished ship.87 
Frequently, vessels at West’s yard grew so tall that their bowsprits—poles extending outwards 
from the prow—reached the eves of nearby buildings.  
With no dry docks to speak of in early Philadelphia (as tidal fluctuations between four 
and eight feet made them impractical), workers at West’s yard repaired vessels by dragging them 
out of the water on gravel-covered slips.88 In some cases, workers would even build the vessel on 
these slips, making it easier to launch the ship once completed. The Birch engraving shows 
workers constructing a timber support system, colloquially called “stocks” or “rails,” upon which 
a vessel was framed and planked. Placed adjacent to a slip or beach, workers could drag the ship 
into the water and launch it from its position on the rails. During construction, workers could 
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shimmy up and down the rails, fetching materials and tools from the worksite below. Following 
a launch, they could quickly dismantle the frame to clear the yard for new construction.89 
Charles West, a master shipwright, produced some of the most celebrated vessels in the 
colonies. It was a momentous task, but he had proven himself more than up to it, forging 
connections with merchants, including John Reynell, his latest client. In the spring of 1740, 
Charles had “agreed . . . to build [Reynell] a Square Stern Ship”—dubbed the Mary—at a rate of 
£4 per ton—half of which Reynell would pay to West in money and the other half in goods. 
West had promised to “finish her in everything as a vessel of her Burden ought to be.”90 In 
addition to overseeing construction, West was also responsible for the ship’s design. The Mary 
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boasted two or three sail masts that weighed 100 tons.91 She would carry plenty of bulky cargo 
and would be sturdy enough to handle long voyages across the Atlantic.92 
The workers moved quickly and within a month the frame of the “new ship [was] raised.” 
But as fall and winter crept closer, West was keenly aware of the risk he had undertaken; a cold 
spell could warp and crack the wood. West informed Reynell of the “great Disadvantage to the 
Vesell [sic] to plank her up in winter.” The ship would hopefully be ready for launch “by May 
next.”93 West also took the opportunity to suggest he build a narrower ship. Reynell agreed, “She 
is much swifter & better for it” and the “Carpenter’s Bill” lessened.94 
West owned much of his success to Philadelphia’s growth as a shipbuilding center. He 
witnessed firsthand how the shipbuilding community had grown to rival those in Boston and 
New York. Philadelphia had been but a fledgling colonial settlement when his father, James 
West, established the family shipyard in 1676—the first large-scale shipyard in the mid-Atlantic 
region. James instilled in his son an eye for detail and an understanding of both the laws of 
floatation and the mathematics of vessel construction that had made the West family name 
synonymous with a well-built ship.  
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In the 1670s, James West understood the advantages inherent to his Northern Liberties 
plot. Land was plentiful there and the emerging hustle and bustle of Philadelphia’s docks and 
warehouses were nearly a mile away. By 1690, the year his son Charles was born, James 
purchased an additional forty-feet of waterfront “to build ships and Vessels upon.” He promised 
the Philadelphia Board of Property—from whom he purchased the land—“to make a Convenient 
Slipp with timber and [to] fill it up with Earth.” James also agreed to build a 100-foot-wide 
street, against which he would “Pitch” the slip “with stone” to make it easier for vessels to slide 
in and out of the water.95 The new stretch of land also included a sandy beach. During an 
outgoing tide, workers could beach ships on the sand for repair. During an incoming tide, 
workers could slide a ship up onto the slip and out of the water.96 
James West established his shipyard at the moment Governor William Penn began to 
actively recruit skilled craftsmen from England, Wales, Ireland, and Scotland. James welcomed 
the arrival of these artisans, some of whom had previously built ships on the Thames River in 
London.97 West also depended on enslaved laborers for shipbuilding. He owned slaves and hired 
enslaved day-laborers to work at his yard. His account book includes multiple entries for work 
done by Thomas Car and “his Mato,” suggesting that West paid slave-owner Thomas Car for 
labor performed by an enslaved man.98 Over the course of the 1680s and 90s, West repaired 
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more ships than he built—not uncommon in early colonial ports as merchants still depended 
mostly on British-made vessels.99 When James died in 1701, the shipyard contained an array of 
waterfront property and shipbuilding infrastructure, including a house lot and wharf, various 
“old” boats and vessels, a “shalloop on the stocks with planks & timber about the yard” and 
“three pair of oares [sic]”.100 Nearby, at the corner of Front and Vine Street, stood a two-story, 
brick building—home to the Penny Pot Tavern. Though James did not own this building, it was a 
fixture in the neighborhood—the only place in Northern Liberties where a person could get a 
drink for “a penny a pot.”101 He was known to barter his smaller vessels in exchange for the 
regular supplies of cider and beer that a shipwright customarily supplied his workers.102 
Presumably, in decades to come, Charles West and his workmen continued the tradition of 
frequenting the Penny Pot begun by his father.  
By the 1740s, the West shipyard acquired some nearby competition. Strolling along 
Water Street toward Callowhill Street, Charles West encountered at least five other shipwrights: 
Joseph Lynn, Richard Allen, James Parrock, Michael Hulings, and William Taylor, who each 
occupied plots immediately north of his yard.103 James Parrock was Charles West’s closest 
competitor. By 1717, Parrock had made quite a name for himself as a shipwright—so much so 
that he had risen through the social ranks to become a member of the Common Council.104 
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Merchants throughout the city respected Parrock, an “honest good & neat workman,” who build 
the largest ships using “the best timber.”105 
Charles West and his shipwright neighbors matured in the “golden age” of Philadelphia 
shipbuilding. Beginning in the 1720s, Philadelphia emerged as the largest producer of ships 
outside of New England, accounting for eighty-percent of the tonnage in the mid-Atlantic 
region.106 Philadelphia shipbuilders outpaced New York and came to rival Boston in their 
shipbuilding capacities. That same year, Philadelphia and Boston boasted an equal number of 
shipyards—nineteen—and Delaware River shipyards produced wooden sailing ships weighing 
up to 300 tons.107  
Shipbuilding was a prominent, but geographically uneven, industry in colonial America 
that varied from place to place. Though New England led the way in shipbuilding, residents in 
ports from Newfoundland to the Bahamas established shipyards to build and repair vessels for 
sail along the North Atlantic coast and around the world.108 Timber was essential to this 
economy; builders sought woods of varying species and hardness for all manner of construction 
projects, from commercial buildings and dwellings, to wharves and piers, to ship frames and 
masts. Builders in each city had a variety to choose from. Archaeologists have uncovered 
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wharves built of oak, fir, sweetgum, southern and yellow pine.109 New England builders favored 
oak trees for wharf construction, which produced hard timbers that were the most resistant to 
decay. For shipbuilding, New England builders turned to pine—a soft wood, better suited for the 
construction of pliable ship-framing members and masts. These tall, impressive trees could reach 
heights of 120 feet. Their height ensured that shipwrights could use a single pine tree for a ship’s 
mast—a feature that was attractive to both shipwright and merchant, for it meant masts were 
cheaper and sturdier than the pieced-together, fragmented masts often found on European 
ships.110 In the Carolinas, enslaved laborers felled fir trees for ships’ masts. Since fir decayed 
quickly, workers often used these timbers for temporary or impermanent construction.111 To 
prolong the life of a fir timber, laborers might coat it with pine pitch. But this process was time 
intensive. It required builders to monitor and inspect their vessels or buildings. Charlestonians 
boasted a variety of timber for use in ships. In 1751, Governor James Glen bragged to the Board 
of Trade: “We have plenty [of] a sort of wood called the live oak for timbers which seem 
admirably adapted to that use . . . Builders prefer it even to the best Oak that can be met within 
the yards of England and we have great quantities of yellow pine for planking.”112 Southern and 
yellow pine remained the most popular construction material in the mid-Atlantic and South 
throughout the colonial period.113 
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Boston established its first shipbuilding facilities in the 1640s to bolster a growing fishing 
industry. The local government even set aside a sixty-acre stretch of waterfront property to 
support fledgling shipwrights.114 By the 1670s, merchants, using Boston-built vessels, shipped 
cargos of fish, timber and other locally-sourced goods to England, the West Indies, and Canada, 
making Boston a leading harbor by the eighteenth century.115 Between 1697 and 1714, Boston 
produced and launched more vessels than any other port in Massachusetts.116 If Charles West 
had the opportunity to travel to Boston in the 1740s, at the same moment he was hard at work 
overseeing the construction of the Mary, he would have observed “upon the stocks . . . forty top-
sail vessels measuring about 7,000 tons.”117  
In the southern colonies—from Virginia to South Carolina—shipbuilding remained 
largely stagnant until the 1730s. Merchants in southern ports depended on New England and 
Mid-Atlantic shipbuilders for their vessels. In the shipyards that did exist, shipwrights tended to 
focus their attention on repairing, rather than constructing, vessels.118 Charleston was the leader 
of southern colonial shipbuilding. Hobcaw Creek, located approximately ten miles outside of the 
city, was the center of shipbuilding activity in mid to late eighteenth century.119 Between 1730 
and 1765, workers constructed an array of vessels, including schooners, brigs, and sloops, 
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totaling over 6,141 tons. Many of these vessels supported coastal and international commerce, 
but some smaller vessels were built for river trades. Though merchants recognized Carolina-built 
ships for their durability, they were also some of the most expensively built ships in the colonies, 
arguably due to a shortage of skilled labor in Charleston. Shipbuilding in Charleston could not 
compete with Boston and Philadelphia and declined by the close of the eighteenth century.120 
In Philadelphia over the coming years, the landscape surrounding West’s shipyard 
changed dramatically—particularly in the decades leading up to the American Revolution. 
Nearby shipwrights, merchants, and residents—spurred by Philadelphia’s increased economic 
prosperity—wharfed-out the Delaware shoreline, building new docks and streets and 
constructing warehouses upon them. This landscape would support the city during the war and it 
would carry the “City of Brotherly Love” forward into the early republic. In the decades that 
followed, Philadelphians—along with residents in Boston, New York, and Charleston—would 
confront the colonial waterfront and contend with the role these spaces would play in the city’s 
commercial future.  
 
“Markets May Answer:” The Mary Sails from Philadelphia to Antigua 
Over the course of the eighteenth century, an increase in the number, tonnage, and kinds 
of ships entering North American ports placed pressure on merchants to construct the necessary 
infrastructure to accommodate these vessels. Tracing the voyages of the ship Mary—the vessel 
built by Charles West—between Philadelphia and the West Indies in the 1750s, we can 
understand how ocean-going vessels and built-infrastructure were physically and economically 
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linked in the colonial period and how this relationship set the standard by which dockside 
infrastructure would expand in the following century.  
In the winter of 1754, John Reynell was impatient for spring. The vessel, Mary, which 
Charles West had built for him and his business partner Daniel Flexney, had recently sailed for 
Antigua. On board, she carried red and white oak staves, pork, mackerel, flour, corn, and a hard, 
saltless biscuit called shipbread.121 But she had made the voyage during Antigua’s rainy season. 
Reynell worried about a lack of profit for this venture, as “excessive Ranes [sic] & bad roads” 
prevented plantation owners and enslaved men and women from venturing to town to collect his 
imported goods. While his vessel was engaged at sea, Reynell was already planning her next 
voyage. Heeding the words of his St. John’s factor, David Fogo, Reynell looked forward to 
March and April when “Markets may answer” the Mary’s arrival in port.122  
The Mary was typical of ships produced throughout the colonies in the mid-eighteenth 
century. The most common vessels included full-rigged ships, brigantines, sloops, schooners, 
and shallops. Full-rigged ships could carry between 100 and 1,000 tons of cargo. Prior to the 
Revolution, merchants depended largely on two ship types: East Indiamen and West Indiamen. 
With a two-decked stern and multiple impressive artillery mounts on board, East Indiamen met 
the needs of merchants journeying to the Pacific and Indian Oceans. West Indiamen were 
smaller, between 200 and 600 tons. The vessels’ crews ranged between eight to twenty men.123 
Merchants often employed these vessels in trans-Atlantic voyages. Described as “simple 
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workhorses,” these ships were dependable and sturdy, ideal for long ocean-going ventures.124 
These floating buildings upon the sea followed a similar design and interior arrangement, 
consisting of the hold—the storage area at the bottom near the keel that held all the cargo and 
food, drink, ammunition, and supplies for the duration of the voyage; the orlop—a small and 
cramped storage area that could also hold crew quarters; the gun decks and quarterdeck; and 
captains and admirals quarters—offices and sleeping areas that were often lavishly decorated 
with windows and fine furnishings.125 Shipbuilders outfitted the largest ships with two to four 
masts, and a bowsprit at the front the vessel. These masts held a variety of ropes, rigging, and 
sails that worked in concert with the wind to propel the vessel across the waves.  
Sloops and schooners were ideal for handling cargos of under 130 tons and supporting 
crews of three or four men. Featuring two or three masts, sloops and schooners could be easily 
designed to withstand voyages to India or the Pacific, or made sleeker and smoother to assist 
speed in smuggling ventures. In the eighteenth century, merchants tended to favor these smaller 
crafts; schooners were one of the most common vessels in American ports.126 Though 
shipbuilders throughout the colonies had the ability construct ships of 300 tons and more, many 
merchants chose to build more moderately-sized vessels to offset the risk involved in pooling 
personal wealth into one ship.  
In the nearly fifteen years since Reynell and Flexney commissioned Charles West to 
build the Mary, much had changed professionally for Reynell. When Flexney died in 1747, 
Reynell inherited the Mary to sail as he pleased. The ship had done well for him and he profited 
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handsomely from her voyages between Philadelphia, London, Lisbon, and Antigua.127 Reynell 
also amassed money and professional connections to become a merchant in his own right, now 
operating an office and stores on the corner of Walnut and Front Streets.128 He selected reliable 
associates in distant ports—including David Fogo and Nathaniel Booth in St. Johns, Antigua, 
and the factoring partnership of Stubbs & Taylor in Lisbon, Portugal. He relied on the factors’ 
letters for an array of information, including weather patterns, crop yields, and observations 
about customer demand.129  
 By March 1754, Reynell was eager to send the Mary back to St. Johns. On a typical 
journey to Antigua, she carried hogsheads of tobacco; barrels of tar, flour, and corn; shipments of 
mahogany, oak, and walnut; pig iron and other goods.130 Reynell purchased these items on 
account from other merchants or dry-goods sellers and from farmers outside city limits. He made 
decisions about what to buy based on the suggestions of his factors. To alert local businesses to 
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his vessel’s intended journey, Reynell published announcements in the Pennsylvania Gazette. 
“For Antigua, the Snow Mary,” the paper announced on March 12, 1754. “For freight or passage, 
apply to John Reynell” or the commander Nathaniel Donnell.131  Meanwhile, Captain Donnell 
selected his crew and supervised the vessel’s loading on the docks. 
Reynell was a middling merchant who lacked the financial means to oversee his own 
wharf. Instead, he rented wharf space for the Mary from the Lloyd family at the intersection of 
Front Street and the Delaware River, mere steps away from his offices.132 Philadelphia’s wharves 
were home to a hodge-podge of structures and buildings. Like waterfront landscapes in cities 
throughout North America and the Caribbean, wharves were not only spaces for tall-masted 
ships. Instead, they docked small river craft and supported warehouses, stores, offices, shops, 
and yards. They were thriving spaces of labor, bustling with the arrival of goods from around the 
world and the export of locally-grown and produced items. And they served as a mid-way point 
on a cargo’s journey to market.133  
Reynell most likely sold, stored, and loaded his goods on the same dock, or kept these 
items in warehouses very close by; Philadelphia’s eighteenth-century wharves supported an array 
of brick and timber warehouses, commercial spaces, and residences.134 William Birch’s view of 
Arch Street Ferry in 1800 illustrates a dock-side landscape with which Reynell would have been 
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intimately familiar. [Fig. 1.7] Wooden wharves jutted out into the Delaware River. Black and 
white workers moved goods to and from two- and three-story timber-framed buildings. Tall ships 
and small vessels anchored beside the wharves. Cast-off timber, barrels, and boxes littered the 
docks. Crowds fill the area, coming and going from the water’s edge.  
On the Delaware docks themselves, or on Front Street nearby, warehouses stood in wait 
for goods coming off ships. Typically two- or three-story wood-framed structures, with 
clapboard or brick exteriors, these buildings gestured to a building style common across 
Northern and Mid-Atlantic cities. The more monumental structures featured foundations made of 
stone, sometimes cobbled together from ship’s ballast—heavy material, including sand, gravel, 
stone, and cargo, placed in a vessel to help improve stability. They boasted regular brickwork, 
symmetrical placement of doors and windows, and stone detailing around window openings. 
Built to withstand the wear and tear wrought by the continued movement of commodities, 
warehouses were sturdy, functional structures outfitted with wooden shutters, exterior pulley 
systems, and interior hoists. Gabled roofs kept water at bay and stored goods dry. To maneuver 
the steep embankment separating Front Street from Water Street, craftsmen often constructed 
warehouses in concert with the topography. The buildings appeared as one-story structures on 
Front Street, masking two- and three-story elevations on the Water Street side below.135 
From the warehouse to the wharves, every aspect of lading a ship was an experiment in a 
merchant’s efficiency in labor, storage costs, and time. Readying a ship for sail required 
shipbuilders to complete repairs and outfit the vessel quickly—often simultaneously as the 
dockworkers and crew loaded the vessel for the next journey. Lading a ship required a 
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combination of human strength, mathematical skill, rudimentary tools, and mechanical devices. 
Dockworkers used a system of tackles, including ropes, pulleys, slings, and hooks. They also 
relied on the windlass—a device consisting of a tall column with levers that connected to rope-
slung cargo. Workers would push and turn it to lift goods into position on the deck of the ship. 
Teams of horses and mules also provided the labor power necessary to move large quantities of 
goods around the docks.  
Once on board a vessel, workers had to think strategically about where to place specific 
cargo. The most substantial goods went near the bottom center of the boat to help keep it 
balanced. Other goods were stored according to their packaging—crates alongside crates, barrels 
with barrels, and so on. All goods had to be tightly secured, so they did not shift during transport. 
Some ships were prone to leaks and crew members had to accommodate the pump, which they 
manned continuously throughout the voyage.136 
Many things made ocean voyages unpredictable, including the demands of the market; 
weather conditions at home, at sea, and in port; and a vessel’s constant need for maintenance and 
repair. Over the years, the Mary completed multiple voyages and encountered obstacles. In 1742, 
during the War of Jenkins Ear, British goods inundated the port of Philadelphia. Reynell recalled 
that docks had been “overdone” with unsold items and there had been little “encouragement” for 
importing more “till Times [were] Better.”137 Philadelphia merchants struggled to sell locally-
made goods; the harbor filled with empty ships awaiting cargo.138 In 1754, the Seven Years War 
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stymied the port again. Reports of fighting and devastation in the hinterlands led to a declining 
demand for imports.139 
Weather patterns could also hinder a ship’s voyage. In 1740, Reynell witnessed “the 
severest Winter” Philadelphia had ever seen. The Delaware River froze, making food and 
firewood scarce. Merchants conducted “little or no business” for two months while the city’s 
poor “suffer’d much.” Reynell recounted that “the snow . . . laid so long on the Ground” that 
cattle “dyed for want of Food.”140 To mitigate the weather’s devastation, merchants and factors 
kept abreast of news of gales and storms and tailored their shipping routes to avoid certain ports 
during times of unpredictable weather.  
A round-trip voyage to Antigua typically took the Mary about a month to complete. The 
rate of her travel depended in large part on the efficiency of her crew. Once in port, merchants 
and ships’ captains relied on enslaved dockworkers, who unloaded the Mary’s cargo using 
similar techniques and strategies that guided dockworkers, many also enslaved, in Philadelphia. 
In 1756, David Fogo charged Reynell for the money he paid a “Negroe hire” to carry two 
hogsheads “to the Customs house.”141 
Upon arrival in Antigua, the crew on board the Mary confronted a waterfront visually 
distinct from the one they left behind in Pennsylvania. Though merchants, captains, and crew 
members encountered a similar layout—perpendicular wharves supporting a range of 
commercial and residential buildings—the structures themselves looked markedly different than 
the buildings found atop wharves in the Northern and mid-Atlantic colonies. Instead, these 
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buildings more closely resembled their commercial cousins in North America’s southern ports, 
including Charleston.142 Material connections between the West Indies and Charleston—
including slave economies, climate and weather, and family and friendship ties—bolstered the 
cultural and aesthetic links between the two locations. Caribbean waterfront buildings were 
typically one or two stories, built of brick, with rear lots holding various tools and equipment 
needed to lift cargo on and off ships. Warehouses and offices featured overhanging roofs and 
porticos—porch-like structures supported by columns—that protected doors and windows during 
hurricanes, or shielded workers and merchants from the hot Caribbean sun. The activities of the 
port often spilled into nearby streets, as merchants, dockworkers, and enslaved men and women 
frequented commercial buildings and booths.143 [Fig. 1.8] 
Market halls, built near the wharves, were a place of frequent socializing and community 
for the local enslaved population, as they ventured to St. Johns from nearby sugar estates for 
Market Day. Here, they could barter produce and huckster goods for cash. While Market Day 
brought a bit of financial independence to Antigua’s enslaved population, it also brought a great 
deal of criticism from elites. As early as 1742, civic leaders fielded complaints from merchants 
that the presence of enslaved men and women on Market Day undermined the established market 
economy of the port.144  
Once in Antigua, David Fogo or Nathaniel Booth—Reynell’s factors—ensured that all 
goods on board the vessel were sold or properly stored to await a future sale. When the Mary 
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returned to Philadelphia in January 1754, she carried with her a copy of David Fogo’s financial 
ledger. Over the previous six months, Fogo tracked the sale of 379 barrels of flour, twenty-four 
barrels and thirty kegs of mid-bread, and 160 barrels of ship bread. His records indicate that he 
had many repeat customers. In May 1753, Frances Frye purchased two barrels of flour and John 
Davidson purchased six barrels of shipbread. Both men returned in September to buy more 
flour.145 
On a typical voyage, the factor, captain, and crew began again the process of loading the 
ship for transport back to Philadelphia as soon as they finished unloading the goods for sale. The 
Antigua market was known for its plantation-produced exports, including sugar, rum, and yams. 
Nearly 50,000 acres of sugar plantations covered the island; a figure that is especially striking 
considering that the entire island totaled 72,000 acres.146 Enslaved men and women on 
plantations provided the labor to support this broader export economy. They planted cane during 
the rainy season from September to December and harvested in the dry season from January to 
June. Antigua was prone to periods of drought and unexpected rainfall, which could upset the 
planting season. For Antigua’s enslaved population, the harvest was the most arduous of all; field 
hands worked around the clock to collect cane. These men and women endured brutal labor 
conditions on the plantations and the docks. Antigua’s slave owners took advantage of a thriving 
slave import market—between 10,000 and 25,000 African bodies were brought forcibly to the 
colony each decade between 1700 and 1760. These numbers expose the harsh labor conditions 
prevalent throughout the island.147  
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Unfortunately for Reynell, his opportunity to reap the returns from the Mary’s 1754 
voyage to St. Johns did not proceed as he had hoped. Despite Nathaniel Booth and David Fogo’s 
best efforts to alert Reynell to weather and market conditions, the Antigua’s rainy season quickly 
turned to drought. “We continue still in extreme great want of drinking water, for [our]selves, 
negroes, and stock,” Booth wrote to Reynell on April 2, 1754. “If we are not blest soon with rain, 
[we] shall be oblig’d to send to another Island for water.” Planters had “consum’d what little 
provisions they rais’d” and were dependent on imports “from the northern colonies” to “support 
their estates.” Though this boded well for the sale of Reynell’s corn, flour, and shipbread 
imports, the absence of rain devastated the sugar market. “The drought being of an uncommon 
duration” had “affected the canes to great degree,” Booth explained. “There will not be more 
than three hogshds [sic] of sugar made here this year” and rum shipments slowed.148 The Mary 
returned to Philadelphia much lighter and poorer than she had left it. But Reynell was equipped 
with a new set of correspondence and financial ledgers to instruct him in his next “adventure” to 
the Caribbean port.  
 
“Bold to the Very Edges”: Landfill and Wharf Construction in Colonial New York 
 
The construction of ships and warehouses were but a piece of the broader landscape of 
colonial port infrastructure. Landfilling—the process of building land in areas that were once 
water to create city blocks and streets—also supported the formation of America’s early ports. 
The story of eighteenth-century New York merchant, Theophylact Bache, and the city’s water lot 
auctions reveals how colonial leaders and merchant elites came to associate waterfront access 
and real estate with thriving merchant business. The city’s particular political culture and 
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patterns of property distribution shaped New Yorkers’ relationship to their shoreline and marked 
the waterfront as a specialized district dedicated to trade and commerce.   
In the spring of 1775, Theophylact Bache must have felt proud of his mercantile 
accomplishments. Forty years old, he could boast of having held the presidency of the New York 
Chamber of Commerce and of operating a thriving import business with offices in Hanover 
Square. He also held the rights to three much-sought-after water lots—plots of riverbed, 
currently submerged beneath the East River, which he could fill with earth to build land or 
wharves. The Common Council had sold Bache the lots at public auction.149 Bache’s recently-
purchased lots sat in Hunter’s Quay off of Water Street, east of a wharf once owned by his uncle 
Paul Richards, which Bache now oversaw as executor. Two of the water lots were his alone, the 
third he shared with his cousin Stephen Richards. The results of the auction were clear: Bache 
had offered the Common Council the highest price, so the lots were his to build out to the low 
watermark as he pleased.150  
Bache was part of an emerging cadre of merchants and businessmen who recognized that 
amassing water lots could consolidate their access to the shoreline and bolster their chances for 
economic success. This real estate practice had a long legacy in Manhattan. As early as 1680, 
with the issuance of the Dongan Charter, the city collected revenue by selling water lots to 
private residents. The earliest lots only extended 200 feet from shore, but by 1731, with the 
issuance of the Montgomerie Charter, city leaders doubled that number to 400 feet.151 Before 
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1775, individuals could not claim customary rights to adjacent water lots. City leaders and free-
market proponents believed selling shore land at public auction would allow more democratic 
access to the waterfront.152 The Aldermen encouraged water lot owners, at their own expense, to 
build wharves, deposit landfill, and construct buildings on their lots. Bache recalled how, at first, 
these lots went to all manners of upstart entrepreneurs: wealthy merchants, of course, but also to 
shipwrights, sailmakers, coopers—even to some particularly enterprising ladies. Upon their 
newly-filled waterfronts lots, they constructed brick and wooden warehouses, shops, and 
dwelling houses. When Bache arrived in New York, the properties along the water’s edge were 
by no means the realm of the elite. Property ownership, he believed, was essential to the success 
of New York. For merchants like himself, building out the shore and constructing wharves and 
warehouses was an investment—both in personal prosperity, but in the city’s prosperity as well 
because it “promot[ed] and encourage[ed] commerce.”153 Bache was confident that he could help 
solidify this success.154 
As the purchase of water lots surged in popularity, the Council also realized that the 
city’s merchant elites were the best financially equipped to develop their lots quickly, efficiently, 
and in ways that were most beneficial to the success of the city. Beginning in the 1760s and 
continuing into the 1770s, merchants organized in favor of “promoting and encouraging 
commerce,” which culminated with the formation of the Chamber of Commerce. In a collective 
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effort, merchants sought to protect their interests, including accumulating water lots adjacent to 
their shoreline property. The Common Council responded by granting an increasing number of 
water lots to its merchant elite. As merchants gained a significant presence along the city’s 
shoreline, they successfully argued that they could make the first claim to any waters adjoining 
their property to support future development.155 Bache participated in these changes. One of his 
East River lots abutted the property of widow Maria Farmer, who had inherited the property 
from her husband.156 When Bache acquired the adjacent water lot in 1775, his purchase signaled 
a trend of New York’s growing real estate market toward the consolidation of elite, male control 
over waterfront property.  
Bache understood that these water lots would make him, his wife Ann Barclay, and their 
eight living children even more financially comfortable over the coming years, as the 
possibilities for infrastructural improvement were great. He planned to build out a wharf into the 
river, and later build a store or shop upon it too. At the rate the city was progressing, it was 
probable he could amass even more water lots over time; by building out the shore, Bache might 
eventually secure an entire city block.  
If forty-year-old Bache took time to reflect on his current circumstances, he would have 
recognized just how much his rank had risen and how much his adopted city had changed. He 
arrived in New York in 1751 as a sixteen-year-old, finding the city disorienting, and nothing like 
the small country town he had left behind in Settle, England. Nearly 15,000 people crowded in 
the half-mile stretch between the Battery and Wall Street. As he strolled along the winding lanes, 
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young Bache could catch glimpses of the water from the canals and slips that crept right up to the 
stoops of houses. “All along the shoar from one end of the Town to the other” was a 
“continuation of wharfs.”157  
He arrived at a moment when the bustling port was maturing into a full-fledged 
metropolis. New York’s economy was on the rise, the result of events abroad and at home. As 
war and industrial revolution kept king and country occupied in England, New York’s merchants 
sought to fill the economic void left behind in nearby markets, including the West Indies. The 
local harbor flooded with vessels, revealing to civic leaders, merchants, and businessmen the true 
power of the city’s waterways. One booster pamphlet compared the New York harbor to a 
roadway, critical to the success of the city. “The mooring ground is free from Bars,” it 
proclaimed. “And not incommoded by Rocks, the Water of an equal and convenient Depth.” The 
shoreline, it remarked, was “bold to the very Edges.”158  
Bold to the very edges—this was the city in which Theophylact Bache came of age. Over 
the coming decades, he watched the physical contours of the island of Manhattan change as 
merchants and landowners—with the sanction of the city government—turned open water into 
plots of land and pushed the city’s footprint farther out into the rivers and harbor. In addition to 
making Manhattan geographically larger, this new construction also transformed the physical 
footprint of the waterfront itself. Gone were the slips and canals of the Dutch period; in their 
place workers built land-filled city blocks and constructed projecting piers and wharves.159 This 
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transformation was due in large part to water lots, the very same real estate entity that Bache 
would eagerly purchase in 1775.  
As a young man in mid-century New York, Bache accepted a position as a clerk with his 
uncle, the merchant Paul Richards.160 He had grown up hearing his uncle’s name celebrated in 
the family; the year he was born, in 1735, his uncle served as Mayor of New York. Now, in 
1751, Richards was a prosperous merchant and his accomplishments were a boon to Bache’s 
future. When Richards died in 1757, Bache was named an executor of his uncle’s estate, along 
with his aunt Elizabeth and cousins John and Stephen. He inherited £300 and his uncle’s store on 
Hunter’s Quay.161 The docks and slips adjacent to Hunter’s Quay were some of the busiest in the 
city throughout the eighteenth century. Ships from London, Bristol, and Liverpool docked 
regularly, packed with velvet cloth, printed cotton, rum, sugar, Madeira wine, Cheshire cheeses, 
and other assorted goods.162 It was here in the 1770s that water-lot owners filled in the shoreline 
to build Water Street and constructed warehouses, docks, and other shipping facilities.163 Here, 
too, Bache’s uncle had purchased water lots to begin his merchant livelihood. And it was here in 
1775 that Bache bought three water lots to solidify and, hopefully, continue that success.  
The growth of Manhattan’s shoreline, then, went together with the construction of bigger 
vessels, new infrastructure, and city streets. To raise revenue for city coffers, the Common 
Council increased the number of water lots for sale. In 1740, city leaders issued only five water 
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lots. But over the course of the 1750s, that number jumped to fifty-seven and surged in the 
decades to come.164 By the 1770s, nearly seventy-four acres of made land expanded the contours 
of Manhattan.165 This transformation can be seen in Egbert L. Viele’s “Sanitary and 
Topographical Map of the City and Island of New York.” Drawn in 1865, the map documents 
the extent of marshland, meadows, and made-land on the island of Manhattan over time. [Fig. 
1.9] The land fill at Manhattan’s southern tip is captured with a vivid orange boundary. Looking 
closely at the East River edge, Water Street, Front Street, and South Street are delineated as 
made land. These streets once existed only as water lots—some of them belonging to 
Theophylact Bache. 
By 1761, Bache, now happily married, had found achievement in the import business and 
had expanded operations to include stores and offices at 38 Hanover Square. In 1765, his 
younger brother Richard came to join him in New York. For the next two years, the pair sold 
goods and operated an underwriting agency for merchant vessels. Then Richard moved to 
Philadelphia, where he met and married Benjamin Franklin’s daughter, Sarah Franklin.166 
The debates and turmoil surrounding the American Revolution were fraught for Bache 
and his family, and for residents throughout the colonies. Bache’s duties to his business and his 
clients mandated that he keep close ties with English merchants and political officials. His 
friends and family members bridged the political spectrum. His brother Richard “had embraced 
the Whig side of the question.”167 His dock-side neighbor, Jacob Walton, possessed more of a 
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rebellious streak, participating openly in the Committee of Correspondence for New York, one 
of many provisional inter-colonial governments for the thirteen colonies during the war.168 
Much must have been on Bache’s mind in the spring of 1775 when he purchased his East 
River water lots. In the face of uncertain times, it was of utmost importance to continue 
improving his business. New Yorkers along the East River were busy “constantly filling up” 
their water lots “in order to Build” upon them.169 Settlement on Manhattan had begun to creep 
northward, beyond Wall Street toward City Hall Park and the Collect Pond. The city’s 
population had also soared: nearly 25,000 people now called New York home. In the growing 
port, more people demanded more goods, necessitating the construction of additional wharves 
and warehouses. This infrastructure required more land and New Yorkers turned to their 
waterways to get it. By 1783, Bache and his neighbors Isaac Roosevelt and Nicholas Gouverneur 
had each built out the water lots they purchased twelve years prior.170 A series of wharves jutted 
out from the shoreline. Hunter’s Quay—the former site of Bache’s uncle’s thriving merchant 
business—had been filled in to form part of a new thoroughfare: Front Street.  
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Curiously, Bache chose to build a “block and bridge” style wharf on his water lot. It was 
sixty-five feet long and forty-seven feet wide, consisting of a series of evenly spaced, timber-
frame cribs sunk to the river bed (the “blocks”), and interspersed on the surface of the water by 
wooden planks (the “bridge”). River water could flow freely beneath the planks and between the 
cribs. This was an unusual choice for wharf construction in the colonies; most wharf owners 
chose to build solid-fill crib wharves.171  
Perhaps Bache hired a savvy master builder who instructed him to choose this style. 
Builders were undoubtedly aware of the troubles that could plague riverfront wharves, as tidal 
deposits of silt and mud washed up against solid cribs and made it increasingly difficult for deep-
water ships to dock. Perhaps Bache himself directed his workmen to build this way. Bache’s 
experiences in ship owning and the insurance business gave him a breadth of knowledge about 
best practices. On a particularly windy day in the East River, docked ships might collide with 
solid wharves, causing damage to the ship and its contents.172 With less surface area beneath the 
water for ships to encounter, block and bridge-style wharves could alleviate this problem. These 
wharves were also best suited for shallow and tidal water. Bache could build out his wharf 
quickly and inexpensively, without having to rely on the use of a dredge.173  
Whatever the reason, the builders working for Bache would have been familiar with how 
to construct timber cribs for landfill and wharves. A tradition passed down through years of 
apprenticeships and on-the-job training, builders in New York and throughout the colonies built 
wharves, bulkheads, and piers in the same ways they had for centuries. Because of these 
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traditional practices, they rarely remarked on the steps they took to build a wharf. It was 
unnecessary for a carpenter to jot down how he imported timber or turned a felled tree into a 
framing member—though he might jot down the amount of timber needed or its purchase price. 
Laborers, whether free or enslaved, rarely pondered in writing (if they could write at all) about 
carrying load after load of dirt and refuse to fill in a sunken landfill crib. Built to serve utilitarian 
purposes—the docking of ships, the unloading of goods, the daily operations of merchant 
business—the earliest waterfront structures were functional workplaces.  
The archaeological footprint provides evidence of the construction practices and building 
techniques embraced by early waterfront builders, often adapted to the topography of the 
shoreline.174 Workers wharfed-out the waterfront for a variety of reasons: to create additional 
land for city streets; to build wharves and slips for docking ships; or to build retaining walls 
meant to protect the shoreline against erosion and an onslaught of powerful currents and waves. 
Each purpose relied on essentially the same modes of construction: the framing of large timber 
structures that could be sunk and filled with dirt, mud, ballast, and garbage, to extend the 
waterfront. When constructing landfill segments or wharves, workers would float the crib into 
position on the river and sink it down with the fill of their choosing. Garbage, dirt, and refuse 
made good fill, and even old ships could be used as cribbing.175 Workers then spread a layer of 
clean, fresh dirt on top.  
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The transformations occurring on New York’s waterfront in the late eighteenth century 
were indicative of changes happening elsewhere in cities along the Atlantic coast. If Bache 
glanced across the East River to Brooklyn, he would have seen workers busy constructing 
landmaking cribs and wharves at the Fulton Ferry landing. Residents of the tiny hamlet were also 
enraptured by the economic potential of wharfing out their waterfront. A painting by artist 
Pierrepont Bartow of the Brooklyn waterfront in 1746 shows the land-making process in action. 
[Fig. 1.10] At the river’s edge, just to the left of the tall brick ferry house, a series of rectangular 
timber-frame cribs have been filled to extend the shoreline. The construction taking place in this 
painting would have very much resembled the construction occurring on Bache’s wharf and 
within the neighboring water lots in the 1770s through 1790s.  
New York’s landmaking efforts continued in the years to come. By the late 1780s, Bache 
watched closely as his dock-side neighbors—Isaac Roosevelt, brothers Jacob and Abraham 
Walton, and Nicholas Gouvernor, added improvements to their wharves, building them out 
further and constructing warehouses upon them. Bache participated in these efforts by turning his 
“block-and-bridge” wharf into a mass of landfill.176 He instructed his workers to remove the 
timber “bridge” planks that that spanned the openings between the sunken cribs. Then, workers 
framed the underwater spaces between the sunken cribs with timbers. Finally, they filled these 
newly-framed sections with dirt, mud, and trash. Their efforts turned Bache’s wharf into a plot of 
land—one that pushed Bache’s waterfront access deeper into the East River. All along the East 
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River, waterfront property owners continued the trend of wharfing out and building upon the 
newly constructed shore.177  
By 1804, seventy-year-old Bache could reflect on his days as a young, proud merchant. 
Over the past fifty years, he had witnessed the dramatic changes to New York’s shoreline and 
had participated in them as well. Through the political and economic upheaval of war, Bache had 
fared well. But the New York waterfront he knew as a young man—with its hodge-podge of 
Dutch and English buildings, hastily built wharves, and wooden warehouses—had changed 
dramatically. By the turn of the nineteenth century, New York had lost many of the trappings of 
the Dutch colonial port that Bache encountered when he arrived in 1751 and even more so of the 
natural sandy beaches that wrapped along the Hudson and East River shores. 
Looking out over the East River in 1804, Bache observed a growing commercial 
landscape, with property held by a few wealthy merchants—many who were his former 
colleagues and who had passed their property down through succeeding generations. As 
landfilled streets, sturdily built wharves, and brick warehouses replaced the infrastructure of the 
colonial port, the newly built waterfront posed new challenges for residents, including concerns 
over health and sanitation, the rights of small property owners, and diminished residential 
property in the face of commercial growth. Though many people had participated in the 
construction of new city blocks and wharves through landfilling, these changes were uneven and 
haphazard. Sturdily built wharves and brick warehouses stood alongside older, wooden docks 
and storehouses. The structures sat on unevenly graded streets and slips that had remained 
untouched since before the Revolution. As Manhattan grew increasingly crowded with buildings 
and people, many well-to-do residents began to crave more space—Bache included. He and his 
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family had chosen, along with a cadre of other New York merchants, to move across the East 
River to growing settlements on western Long Island. One such settlement, Brooklyn Ferry, was 
growing busier by the day, as more and more New Yorkers settled there for the easy access to 
agricultural land and space to build lavish estates. 
In the decades to come, residents of New York, Boston, Philadelphia, and Charleston 
confronted many of the infrastructural, social, and economic challenges posed by colonial ports. 
As the chapters that follow explore, supporters of new infrastructural developments in the early-
national period hailed the revived attention to local waterways as evidence of the citizenry’s 
dedication to the virtues of republican government and the common good.178 Some 
entrepreneurial designers even promoted large-scale architectural improvements as solutions to 
waterfront diseases, including yellow fever. But residents across the social spectrum disagreed 
over the designs and social costs of dockside construction. Some people questioned whether 
these projects were truly “improvements” at all. They argued these efforts infringed on the 
property rights of small land- and wharf-owners, both male and female, or displaced entire 
neighborhoods. Some residents sued, rioted, and destroyed building sites to halt impending 
construction.  Many Americans, both slave and free, were left to grapple with the question, 
“Improvement, but for whom?” 
  
                                               
178 John L. Larson, “A Bridge, a Dam, a River: Liberty and Innovation in the Early Republic,” Journal of 






Fig. 1.1 Arthur Donaldson premiered his “hippopotamus” dredging machine to the American 
Philosophical Society in January 1774. (Drawing by R. Aitken. “New Invented Machine for 





Fig. 1.2 Jasper Danckaerts kept a journal detailing his 1679 voyage to New York. He 
documented the plethora of plants and animals he saw and the settlement he encountered. 





Fig. 1.3. Drawing by John Carwitham. “A south east view of the great town of Boston.” [circa 









Fig. 1.5 Drawing by Unknown Artist. “An exact prospect of Charlestown, the metropolis of . . . 
South Carolina.” [1762]. Library of Congress. 
 
 
Fig. 1.6 The shipbuilding process at James West’s shipyard may have resembled the activity 
illustrated in William Russell Birch’s 1800 engraving, “Preparation for War to Defend 




Fig. 1.7 America’s eighteenth-century waterfronts were diverse places, where men and women 
across the social spectrum lived, worked, and interacted. (Engraving by William Russell Birch. 




Fig. 1.8 Drawing by Major Pechon. “Plan and Elevation of the House, Stores and Wharf 
Belonging to Alexander Lindo, Esq.” [1805]. Public Record Office, London. Cited in Nelson, 
Architecture and Empire, 170. 
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Fig. 1.9 This map’s orange outer boundary illustrates the extent of early-nineteenth-century 
landfilling in Manhattan. (Map by Egbert L. Viele. “Sanitary and Topographical Map of the City 
and Island of New York.” [1865]. David Rumsey Map Collection.) 
 
 
Fig. 1.10 Pierrepont Bartow’s 1846 painting illustrates the landfilling process on Brooklyn’s East 
River waterfront. Workers have built wooden cribs along the shore. (Oil on canvas by Pierrepont 
Bartow. “View of New York from Fulton Ferry Slip.” [1846 from a 1746 original]. M1974.74.1. 




“Where the Pestilence Rages Most:” Waterfront Infrastructure and a “Cure” for 
Yellow Fever, 1793 to 1822 
 
  
News of yet-another yellow fever outbreak spread in New York City by early September 
1819, though people had begun to die in August. Widow Kavenaugh was the first person known 
to fall victim to the disease. A “delicate, weakly woman,” she suffered “a kind of agony” and 
“very red eyes,” before passing away on August 28.179 Doctors reported that her home at 23 Old 
Slip “was excessively filthy,” with only two small rooms and no backyard.180 She had been 
widowed “two or three years,” with “a little property” left from her husband Patrick’s estate.181 
Widow Kavenaugh continued the family grocery business and ran her home as a boarding house. 
With upwards of five or six people at a time living in two rooms, boarding house life was itself a 
kind of agony. Common laborers, widows, and their daughters, crowded together in the two-
room dwelling, sleeping, eating, and eking out a living in the small space.182 In the second room, 
where Widow Kavenaugh may have also slept, she ran the grocery, “sold her things,” and rented 
space to shoemaker John Olderloyd.183 After she died, the Board of Health “directed the house . . 
. to be cleaned and whitewashed, and her clothes destroyed.”184 But soon, others in the house 
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began to fall ill; by mid-September all residents of 23 Old Slip—Margaret Brady, Catherine 
Megary, Eleanor Crosby, Robert Ramey, and John Olderloyd—had sickened from yellow fever. 
Only Catherine Megary and Eleanor Crosby recovered.185  
In August and September of 1819, the block bounded by Water Street, Meeker’s Alley, 
Front Street, and the Old Slip became “a shocking theatre of pestilential devastation,” registering 
thirty-five cases of yellow fever, out of a total of sixty-five cases reported in this two-month 
period.186 The Board of Health, believing that this particular instance had “an unusual degree of 
malignancy,” tracked the outbreaks to “Mrs. Kavanagh’s house.” The houses along Old Slip 
were old, wooden, and decayed. “Those on the front [had] no yards and no ventilation,” with the 
underlying soils “composed of perishing and fermenting materials [and] piles of . . . thick, 
uncovered, and now rotten” wood.187 In an era when many people, both medical professionals 
and ordinary individuals alike, pinned disease outbreaks to air quality—what they called 
“miasmas” and “vapors”—the buildings adjacent to Old Slip were a hotbed of disease.188  
Yellow fever outbreaks were common in cities throughout the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries. Philadelphia alone witnessed a total of eight outbreaks between 1793 and 
1805, which killed nearly 10,000 people.189 Explaining how and why yellow fever spread was a 
process of conjecture and experimentation throughout North America. Today, it is common 
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knowledge that yellow fever is a virus spread between people by mosquitoes. But in the 
eighteenth century, this mode of transmission was unknown, sparking debates about its origin 
and spread. City dwellers noticed and commented on the proximity of mosquitoes to yellow 
fever sites, but people had yet to identify the Aedes Aegypti mosquito as the carrier and culprit.190 
Some medical professionals argued that yellow fever spread through unhealthy air, generated by 
rotting garbage or spoiled cargo, which they called “miasmas.” Others believed the disease had 
geographic and racial origins, brought to North America on West Indian ships, or by refugees 
fleeying the Haitian Revolution in 1793. And others believed the disease had spatial roots, 
spontaneously originating in the nooks and crannies of the cities’ dirtiest spaces. In reality, 
however, the “musicians of the midnight hour”—as one Philadelphia resident rather poetically 
called the insects—were often drawn to the pools of standing water that accumulated on city 
streets and near the docks as a prime spot to lay eggs. But lacking concrete scientific knowledge 
about the disease and its true origin, the best that people could do was speculate and promote an 
array of theories.  
Health officials and doctors traveled door to door tending to patients and tracking 
illnesses and fatalities. Their efforts led them to identify spatial patterns that created the 
conditions in which yellow fever could spread.191 Sickness, they noticed, occurred near dumping 
grounds for garbage and refuse; near pools of standing water; adjacent to ships in port; and near 
ramshackle structures on crowded streets. In short, yellow fever was a waterfront disease. 
Though city dwellers could not be sure of the disease’s exact cause, they could be sure of its 
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impact on the public’s health and safety.192 Recurrent epidemics motivated residents to study and 
reform their physical environment to quell the spread of disease.  
This chapter explores the infrastructural consequences of yellow fever outbreaks in 
Philadelphia, New York City, and Brooklyn between 1793 and 1822 through textual, 
cartographic, and architectural documents that pinned yellow fever to waterfront infrastructure. It 
uncovers how people thought spatially about disease and how they embraced improvement 
initiatives to quell outbreaks. Through these written, mapped, and designed approaches, civic 
leaders and residents confronted haphazardly built infrastructure. In response, they embraced 
systematic plans for the sanitation and construction of wharves and buildings to spatially 
improve the health and commercial potential of ports and eradicate the disease. Overall, the 
debates surrounding yellow fever in the early republic were equally as infrastructural and 
architectural as they were medical and moral. As city dwellers faced epidemics, they reckoned 
with how construction could stem the spread of disease.  
 
 
Yellow Fever Pamphlets in Philadelphia and New York 
 
Yellow fever: the summertime “plague” or “disorder” that brought “dismay and affright 
[to] almost every person’s countenance.” It forced people from their homes; those who remained 
behind “shut themselves up in their houses . . . afraid to walk in the streets.”193 As epidemics 
ravaged northeastern cities, residents looked to medical professionals for an explanation. 
Whether conducting experiments, or adjusting a patient’s “humors” through bloodletting, or 
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writing lengthy discourses on infectious disease, the early-republican medical world was rife 
with people claiming to offer expertise or treatment. Pamphlet literature, sparked by the end of 
Philadelphia’s 1793 epidemic, attempted to synthesize these theories, and in some cases, propose 
a solution. The documents attempted to draw residents’ attention to the substandard conditions of 
pre-existing infrastructure and the role that these spaces played in fostering disease. 
The pamphlets of Philadelphian Mathew Carey and New Yorkers Thomas Paine and Dr. 
Edward Miller illustrate a shift in pamphlet writing from theories positing yellow fever’s foreign 
origins, toward an understanding of the ways local conditions could spur an outbreak. While 
Carey’s pamphlet outlined a host of possible causes for the disease, Paine and Miller’s pamphlets 
identified waterfronts as the culprit. Overall, pamphlet literature promoted the theory that to stem 
disease civic leaders and residents must implement systematic, thoughtful construction 
techniques that would keep yellow fever at bay.  
When yellow fever arrived in Philadelphia in late summer of 1793, it besieged a city that 
had “the fairest prospect of emerging as . . . the London or Paris of the new nation.”194 Home to 
some 50,000 residents and encompassing the suburban areas of Northern Liberties and 
Southwark, Philadelphia was the center of culture and politics in the early republic. As the 
nation’s capital, Philadelphia played host to nearly 2,000 West Indian refugees fleeing the 
political unrest of the Haitian Revolution. Their arrival, coupled with the panic sparked by an 
outbreak, instigated debates in Philadelphia’s medical community and press about yellow fever’s 
causes, consequences, and cures.195 When the disease finally subsided in November, half of the 
city’s population had fled and nearly 5,000 people had perished.  
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In the midst of the 1793 outbreak, Mathew Carey turned to his printing press. Since the 
1780s, he had earned a reputation as one of Philadelphia’s most active printers. Born in Ireland, 
the young Carey arrived in America in 1784 and soon began printing a newspaper, The American 
Museum, which circulated until 1792. With Carey’s social ties to Benjamin Franklin (Carey had 
met Franklin while in Paris in the late 1770s), the city’s federalist elite welcomed the Irish 
arrival. Key figures, including George Washington, helped boost Carey’s distribution network, 
carrying his publications around the country. 
In 1793, the city’s Committee of Health appointed Carey to assist the sick and dying. As 
part of this effort, Carey wrote two accounts of the epidemic. In October, he published a twelve-
page “Desultory Account of the Yellow Fever, Prevalent in Philadelphia,” which was followed 
by the publication of his longer “Short Account of the Malignant Fever, lately Prevalent in 
Philadelphia” in November. The printer, banking on Philadelphians’ demand for any reports 
about the disease to propel sales, disseminated his pamphlet before establishing contracts with 
booksellers. The “Short Account” was so popular that he printed multiple editions within weeks 
of each other and it was translated into French, German, Dutch, and Italian. The “Short Account” 
pushed Carey into a robust publishing career. Over the next thirty years, he would publish forty-
five medical texts and other writings.196 
Pamphlet writing, along with newspapers and broadsides, became one of the primary 
means through which the general public learned of advances in medicine and treatment.197 Carey 
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hoped that his pamphlet, in particular, would help quiet “the hundred tongues of rumor” speaking 
“tales of woe” about the outbreak in Philadelphia.198 Carey was part of a generation of publishers 
committed to the early-national belief that the free and open dissemination of information was a 
civic duty and essential to the health of the republic. The theories circulating about yellow fever 
ran the gamut from the plausible—spoiled cargo, poor weather, the burial of dead bodies within 
city limits—to the paranoid—one writer even going so far as to blame “the Negroes” for putting 
“Poison in the Pumps” and tainting the water in city wells.199 Even the almighty, some residents 
speculated, might have played a hand by sending this scourge to purge the city of sin.200 In 
addition to the medical, racial, and religious theories circulating in society, some newspaper 
editors encouraged people to submit their theories and remedies. They asserted that citizens 
should make up their own, reasoned minds about the cause and treatment of disease. One 
newspaper argued, “It behooves every friend to humanity . . . whereby the present unhappy 
malady may be checked . . . to publish such useful hints.”201  
 Rumors often spread by word of mouth and in letters or were recorded in diaries. New 
Yorker John Depeyster wrote to his family in Philadelphia: “This day’s mail brings us dismal 
accounts . . . from your metropolis . . . so many dreadful and contradictory reports prevail here 
that we know not what to believe.”202 In her diary, Philadelphian Elizabeth Drinker recorded 
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“heresays from the city of a great number of funerals.” In both places, people voiced frustration 
and fear as they attempted to sort out what was true and untrue about yellow fever.203 
With the publication of his “Short Account,” Carey offered his readers a balance between 
the flowery language that often-accompanied stories of the event and the factual, scientific 
information required of him by the Committee of Health.204 “I have not attempted any 
embellishment or ornament of style; but have alone aimed at telling plain truths in plain 
language,” he wrote. “I have taken every precaution to arrive at the truth.”205 To assert the 
legitimacy of his text, Carey dedicated the pamphlet to the APS and he included appendixes 
which detailed the names and locations of the dead. 
Carey took pains to explore the metaphysical and moral explanations for yellow fever, 
alongside the medical. Many wondered, had Philadelphians brought this plague upon 
themselves? Had they been too focused on the pursuit of luxury and fineries, rather than on 
improving the spaces and people that deserved attention? “Extravagance,” Carey wrote, “was 
gradually eradicating the plain and wholesome habits of [Philadelphia] . . . Something was 
wanting to humble the pride of the city.”206  
Rather than add to the plethora of theories percolating throughout the city, Carey chose 
instead to summarize the epidemic and “let the reader judge for himself” which theory was most 
credible. The disease originated on Water Street, with “the mortality” confined to the “streets, 
                                               
202 John Depeyster to Charles Wilson Peale, October 10, 1793, Peale-Sellers Family Collection, Mss.B.P31, 
APS. 
 
203 David Paul Nord, “Readership as Citizenship in Late-Eighteenth-Century Philadelphia,” in A 
Melancholy Scene of Devastation, 25-26.  
 
204 Kornfield, “Crisis in the Capital,” 193.  
 
205 Carey, “A Short Account,” v.  
 
206 Carey, “A Short Account,” 10-11.  
 85 
small allies, and close houses, debarred of a great circulation of air.”207 The disease tended to 
affect some people more than others: women more than men, “tipplers and drunkards,” people of 
“corpulent habit of body,” prostitutes, and the poor. Among these populations, Carey noted, 
“whole families . . . have sunk into one silent, undistinguishing grave.”208 Carey noted that 
“almost every death” could be traced “without difficulty” to Water Street.209  
In the years to come, Philadelphia’s pamphlet-writing tradition inspired generations of 
writers elsewhere to offer their own explanations for outbreaks.210 Two such pamphleteers were 
Dr. Edward Miller, a New York physician, and Thomas Paine, the political theorist and 
philosopher. In 1805, Miller and Paine each penned pamphlets in the wake of an epidemic in 
New York City where over 600 people died. 211 Their pamphlets reflected a rising effort to 
address civic control over the cleanliness and health of public space in New York—an anxious 
strategy, sparked by the 1793 epidemic in Philadelphia. In September 1793, New York 
established its Board of Health “to prevent the introduction & spreading of infectious diseases” 
on both Manhattan Island and in the Village of Brooklyn.212 Tasked with instituting a quarantine 
against “strangers” and foreign ships arriving in port, and overseeing the sanitation of 
previously-infected homes, businesses, and streets, the Board of Health had a momentous 
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responsibility. In the weeks immediately following its founding, board members realized how 
difficult it would be to enforce the public health measures they attempted to set forth.  
The Board of Health issued a broadside to the citizens of New York “to be cautious how 
they receive strangers into their houses” and “to remember the importance” of combatting yellow 
fever through collective sanitation measures. Though the Board urged all New Yorkers to band 
together to fight yellow fever, it possessed no legal ability to compel the people to follow its 
rules. It could, however, resort to public shaming and cautioned people to “consider what reply 
they will make to the just resentment of their fellow citizens, whose lives they may expose by 
criminal neglect or infidelity” to the horrors of disease.213  
New Yorkers may have been resistant to following the Board of Health’s advice. Prior to 
the Revolution, private residents and civic leaders implemented improvement measures with 
little systematic, overarching plans for the growth of the port.214 In his pamphlet, Paine described 
how a “vast increase of commerce” following the war had brought “great and rapid alterations” 
to Manhattan “from [its] natural state.” New Yorkers had undertaken these alterations with little 
attention to the public health effects of their construction. They continued building as they had 
for generations. They wharfed-out and filled in water lots to create new blocks and streets. They 
also improved preexisting infrastructure with cleaning and street-grading measures.215   
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City leaders targeted areas for improvement and expansion on a case by case basis—
primarily dictated by petitions drafted by ordinary residents and received by the Common 
Council. These petitions ranged from nuisance complaints about dirty streets, pools of stagnant 
water, and dilapidated buildings or wharves, to requests for extensions on past-due rents and 
proposals to implement specific improvements. In some instances, the Common Council 
resolved a petition within one meeting. Such was the case in January of 1785 when a group of 
residents “in the neighborhood of Peck’s Slip” asked permission to establish a ferry house on a 
lot of unsold land. After “immediate . . . consideration,” the Alderman ruled against the Peck’s 
Slip petitioners and ordered that “the said Lots be sold accordingly.”216 In other cases, the 
Common Council quickly decided in the petitioners’ favor. When several lot owners on Dey 
Street asked for “some Assistance . . . digging out the . . . street” for its extension and grading in 
August 1784, the Council agreed to grant the petitioners the funds.217 
Responding to petitions took longer when the Common Council required additional 
research or study. In these instances, the Council established committees to investigate, 
comprised of Alderman from the Ward in question and other Council members. The Committee 
would visit the site in question, evaluate it based on what the petitioners had indicated in their 
complaint, draft an additional report, and submit it to the Council at its next meeting. The 
Council would either decline the request or implement a resolution. For instance, on June 30, 
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1784, “several Inhabitants of the Outward” made a petition to the Council asking that “Measures 
be taken for opening a Drain near Oliver Street.” Pools of “standing Water” had accumulated in 
the “Low Ground in that Neighborhood” and needed to be drained and cleared. The petitioners 
noted that the current circumstances were of “great Prejudice [to] the health of the Inhabitants.” 
Following their petition, the Council ordered referred their case to the Commissioners of the Out 
Ward for further consideration.218 Four months passed before the petitioners received a response. 
The Council agreed to “direct the making of a Bulkhead” along the East River to ease drainage. 
However, all construction would be performed “at the public Expence [sic].”219 
Many efforts to improve and develop New York’s streets and shoreline favored those 
individuals with the financial and social resources to draft a petition to the Council in the first 
place, specifically male and female real property holders, business owners, and groups of 
neighbors. But for most people, daily improvement efforts continued apace, with little 
involvement from the Council. And though landfilling initiatives succeeded in their intention to 
broaden the physical contours of New York and to provide more space for waterfront commerce, 
shipbuilding, and storage, these efforts were mostly piecemeal, undertaken by a variety of 
individuals with an array of resources at their disposal. This haphazard construction led to a 
series of infrastructural consequences. With little systematic oversight to address the 
maintenance of the streets and with the maintenance of docks and lots in the hands of private 
property owners, New York’s waterfront neighborhoods reflected a variety of states of upkeep 
and decay. It was not unusual to stroll down a single street or meander around a single block and 
confront a collection of lofty estates and squalid shanties close to each other.  
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The infrastructural consequences of haphazard waterfront improvement produced a 
landscape in which street improvements in one area of the city could prove detrimental to 
another. Newly graded streets often caused water to pool in new locations, sometimes behind 
houses or along the docks. Property owners with financial means could afford to erect new 
homes and commercial structures. “Streets are wider, straighter, and have more good and new 
buildings in them,” remarked Dr. Elihu Smith in 1795. Some even possessed “sunken yards, and 
under-ground [basements].”220  
For residents of lesser means, however, building new structures could prove financially 
prohibitive. Some residents chose to spruce up their buildings aesthetically to mask aspects that 
were not physically sound. They painted building exteriors, scrubbed brick, or added shutters and 
other decorations to create the illusion of spaces that often looked handsome and well-kept, but 
masked deeper structural problems lurking beneath fresh coats of paint or hidden behind in 
backyards. Newly graded streets rose above pre-existing basement windows. Newly-painted 
facades disguised poorly ventilated back lots filled with dilapidated wooden outbuildings and 
shacks—home to some of the city’s laboring poor. In periods of poor weather, like rain or 
summer heat, the streets showed their infrastructural deficiencies. Pools of water accumulated, 
creating dirty, noxious spaces that smelled foul in warm summer months. Paving and grading 
issues created some city blocks that were well-kept and spacious in some areas, but uneven and 
sloped in others. As landfilled areas settled over time—a consequence of building atop an area 
that was once water—many people commented that streets and wharves had developed potholes.  
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New York’s Old Slip was particularly problematic. In May 1784, Alderman Broome, a 
representative from the Committee on Docks and Slips, returned after a month of examination to 
report to the Common Council that “several Wharfs & Slips in this City [are] in a ruinous and 
bad Condition [and] require the immediate Interposition of this Corporation to prevent its 
becoming an intolerable Nuisance.” The Committee proposed solution: to fill in a block “about 
eight feet in width” between the land-side edge of the slip and East River and to pave the street 
leading to Old Slip “with a gradual Descent from the Corner of Duke Street” down to the newly 
landfilled block.221 After a brief period of deliberations, the Council approved the Committee’s 
proposal, ordering it to “carry the Measures . . . into execution.”222 
These infrastructural deficiencies came to a head within the city’s pamphlet literature. 
Miller and Paine identified the wharf district as the culprit for yellow fever they noticed these 
infrastructural deficiencies and incorrectly assumed that the infrastructure itself caused the 
disease. In his pamphlet, Miller asked, “Can it possibly excite surprize [sic], that . . . the 
complicated pollution of the ground, formed of an aggregate of nuisances . . . should exhale 
poison and death into the atmosphere?”223 “Yellow fever is produced by some new circumstance 
not common to the country in its natural state,” Thomas Paine asserted. “The question is, what is 
that new circumstance?”224  Paine, best known for his revolutionary political writings “Common 
Sense,” “American Crisis,” and “The Rights of Man,” had turned to writing for a range of 
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publications. A social and political recluse by his later years, Paine wrote for whatever 
publication would pay him, “so long as they were not too out of line with his famously 
democratic proclivities.”225 One such cause was the debates over infectious disease.  
Thomas Paine’s yellow fever pamphlet was one of the first publications to address why 
outbreaks continued to occur in New York. His pamphlet focused solely on waterfronts as a 
space most prone to outbreaks.226 Across cities in the 1790s and early 1800s, Paine noticed, “the 
last ten or twelve years” had brought a period of growth and construction never-before-seen in 
America. With that growth, came “disorder” and disease.227 Paine attributed yellow fever 
outbreaks to those locations where “making wharves” had disrupted the shoreline’s “natural 
state.” As builders dredged the riverbed to sink landfill cribs, they unsettled the soil. “The muddy 
bottoms of rivers contains [sic] great quantities of impure . . . air,” Paine explained. These 
impurities remained safely trapped within the riverbed, until “let loose” to generate “vapours . . . 
injurious to life.” Along the East River in Lower Manhattan, the “eighty new wharves made 
since the war” had increased “great quantities of filth . . . deposited in the muddy bottom of the 
river contiguous to the shore.” As the tide washed over the water-borne waste each day, Paine 
believed that it unleashed the “pent up” vapours and infected the buildings, streets, and people in 
the immediate vicinity with yellow fever.  
Paine observed that no epidemic had occurred in the parts of New York “where little or 
no alterations have been made, either on the East or North River.” He asserted, “It is in these 
places, and these only, that the yellow fever is produced.” Because residents had not built up 
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these areas, they did not produce yellow fever. Paine took this conclusion further, asserting that 
yellow fever could not occur in natural, or untouched, locations. Its frequent outbreaks in North 
American ports were due solely to increased waterfront construction. “The yellow fever is not a 
disorder produced by the climate naturally, or it would always have been here,” Paine noted. 
“The fact . . . points to the cause.”228 
Having outlined for his readers the particulars of yellow fever’s origin and spread, Paine 
concluded his pamphlet with a proposal for New York’s waterfront that would encourage further 
improvement, while preventing future outbreaks. Paine’s “method of constructing wharves . . . 
that [would] not occasion the yellow fever,” embraced a design strategy that he argued would 
champion port infrastructure built in concert with the natural environment and shoreline. 
“Instead . . . of embanking out the river and raising solid wharves of earth on the mud bottom of 
the shore,” Paine reasoned, “the better method would be to construct wharves of arches, built of 
stone.” These arched structures, built just tall enough to allow a high tide to flow beneath them, 
would ensure that “the shore and the muddy bottom [would] be washed and kept clean, as if they 
were in their natural state without wharves.” By not disturbing the river-bed soils, New York’s 
waterfront could grow and expand without the disastrous consequences of the disease. Moreover, 
Paine reasoned that these stone archways, “constructed on the shore lengthways”—parallel, like 
a bulkhead—would no longer cut New York’s shoreline “up into slips.” Instead, the arches 
would act structurally to reinforce each other, creating “buttments,” with the space underneath 
creating a “commodious shelter or harbor for small boats, which can go in and come out always . 
. . secure from storms and injuries.” 
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Ultimately, Paine’s waterfront proposal sought to both eradicate the circumstances of 
outbreaks—the jostling of soils and river deposits that he believed spurred unhealthy vapors—
and to maximize the development potential of the waterfront itself. “This method,” he asserted,” 
besides preventing the cause of the yellow fever . . . will render the wharves more productive 
than the present method, because of the space preserved within the wharves.” Paine offered no 
estimation of what a design strategy like this would cost, saying only, “I believe they will not be 
so expensive as the present method.” He noted that much of the expense of building wharves of 
solid earth came from the materials themselves, which included stone and cast iron for the 
arches.229  
By the turn of the nineteenth century, a variety of theories existed that attempted to 
explain yellow fever. These theories often differed in their assertion of whether the disease was 
caused by some internal imbalance of the human body or by the external, physical environment 
and built surroundings. Theorists, including Paine and Miller, speculated about the role that the 
external environment could play in the outbreak of disease, as they observed a link between the 
physical spaces in which people lived and worked and their propensity to contract yellow fever.  
 
The East River Spot Maps of Valentine Seaman, Pascalis-Ouviere, and Gabriel Furman 
Simultaneously, an emerging generation of spot-mapmakers began to document yellow 
fever outbreaks.230 The rise of spot mapping, a cartographic discipline that sought to visualize 
disease locations and fatalities, coincided with a shift in medical thinking away from the humoral 
theory, toward what scientists would later call the “biomedical model” of medicine.231 Rather 
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than ascribe sickness to an imbalance of the body’s humors, doctors began to pinpoint “external 
factors,” specifically unhealthy living conditions, poor air quality, and putrid water.232 In the late 
nineteenth century, scientists would attribute these illness-causing factors to germs. But, in the 
early-national period, medical professionals targeted physical surroundings. They noticed that 
“miasmata”—the poor air quality that was thought to carry disease—was typically found in low-
lying areas near the water. More “healthful” air could be found at higher ground, in the hills and 
hinterlands outside the city center.233  
With the city’s physical footprint as their guide, spot mappers painstakingly located, 
shaded, and described places on the map. Spot maps featured an array of local details, from ships 
docked at water’s edge, to the arrangement of houses, to the warren of streets and alleys.234 They 
marked with numbers or letters the locations where people became sick. They noted with 
symbols where patients died; where patients nearly succumbed to their illness but recovered; and 
where patients recovered from “suspicious” cases that were not conclusively determined to be 
yellow fever. They used shading or hatching to distinguish infected neighborhoods from healthy 
ones. Ultimately, mapmakers adhered to a cause-and-effect model of disease to explain how and 
why people got sick. The closer residents lived or worked to an epidemic’s origin point, to other 
infected people, or to infected air, the more likely they were to take ill themselves.235  
In some instances, mapmakers used these maps to urge civic leaders to reform and 
improve infrastructure. In other cases, the maps remained private curiosities, kept in journals for 
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personal use.236 Yellow fever spot maps reflected an increasing self-consciousness on the part of 
map-makers and ordinary residents as they began to understand the link between spatial 
proximity and the likelihood of contracting an illness. The maps not only allowed people to 
understand the waterfront as a separate district but also to conceptualize the waterfront in both 
literal and cognitive terms. As spot-mapmakers created visual records of disease, they also 
generated a mental map of the waterfront—one that deemed it unhealthy, dangerous, and in dire 
need of reform. 
Physicians Valentine Seaman and Felix Pascalis-Ouviere produced the earliest-known 
North American spot maps in 1798 and 1819.237 Another spot map, drawn in 1822 by 
Brooklynite Gabriel Furman in his private journal, was printed posthumously by antiquarian 
Henry Stiles in his multi-volume A History of the City of Brooklyn.238 By locating, illustrating, 
and describing instances of yellow fever in its physical context, Seaman, Pascalis-Ouviere, and 
Furman provided legibility and clarity to a befuddling disease. Their maps exemplify how 
residents of early-national cities used cartographic evidence to understand the physical context 
and infrastructural parameters of infectious disease.  
Valentine Seaman’s 1798 “Inquiry into the Cause of the Prevalence of Yellow Fever,” 
helped New Yorkers and residents in other cities visualize for the first time how yellow fever 
spread through city streets and homes. Seaman was part of a generation of early-national 
cartographers who sought to use maps to disseminate information that might help them 
understand the immense social and economic growth occurring around them. Maps depicting the 
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geographic extent of national boundaries, the quickly changing demographics of society, or in 
Seaman’s case, the origin point of yellow fever, allowed residents to comprehend wide-spread 
change. In the words of historian Lloyd Stephenson, Seaman’s spot map “was a cartographic 
form of a statistical statement.”239  
In the years following New York’s 1793 epidemic, residents had done little to rectify the 
circumstances in which disease was known to spread. Seaman believed that physicians had 
“flatter[ed] the pride and vanity of their fellow citizens, with a notion that their city was all-
perfect . . . in regard to healthiness.” This fallacy, he argued, led people to “disregard . . . 
cleanliness” and return “to their former neglect of domestic causes.”240 In his observations, 
dampness, offensive smells, and a pestilent atmosphere, could spur an outbreak. “In the city there 
appears to be an intimate and inseparable connection between the prevalence of yellow fever and 
the existence of putrid effluvia,” he wrote.241 When New Yorkers inhaled these effluvia, they 
became ill. “In the autumn of 1791,” he observed, “the Yellow Fever was considerably prevalent 
in . . . the neighbourhood [sic] of Peck’s-slip . . . the docks near to it [are] loaded with every kind 
of filth that could be scraped up out of the adjoining slips.”242 In 1794, he noted the Board of 
Health reported that people had contracted yellow fever by inhaling the air “in the neighborhood 
of the slips.” Cartmen and day laborers who worked near the docks were particularly susceptible 
to illness.243  
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Seaman believed there was a link between these waterfront locations, the stench, and the 
disease. He illustrated yellow fever contagions in two maps, each documenting the subsequent 
1796 and 1797 outbreaks. Seaman noticed that deaths from the 1796 outbreak “occurred within 
fifty yards of where the Roosevelt-street drain empties . . . into an inlet” on the “southerly side of 
Water-street.” This inlet was “covered with . . . numerous perishable materials, furnished by . . . 
the crouded [sic] part of town.” Seaman indicated with numbers the locations where people had 
died from the disease. Letters, too, conveyed useful information. He marked near-death 
occurrences with an “E” and marked unclear diagnoses with an “O.” [Fig. 2.1]  
On a second map, Seaman illustrated the 1797 epidemic. The letter “S” indicated 
particularly offensive instances of garbage and refuse, while “X’s” indicated “areas of 
convenience”—places where residents relieved themselves and where the waste entered into 
open sewers that washed over the tidal flats. Sequential numbers again corresponded to human 
fatalities. Nearly one-half of the cases reported from the 1797 outbreak “originated in a small 
part of East George-street,” while the remaining cases occurred “near, about, and just below the 
Fly-market.” The streets were “a filthy mud puddle,” unpaved, continuously damp, and covered 
with ruts.244 [Fig. 2.2] 
Seaman did not draw the maps he featured in his account. Rather, he superimposed 
symbols onto preexisting maps. As historian Tim Koch explains, this process would have been 
“complex, expensive, specialized, and time-consuming.” He maintains that Seaman adapted 
these maps to make “an integrated argument on disease location and generation.”245 With these 
maps, New Yorkers could grasp the public health dangers in accessible ways. The only assured 
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way to rid the city of yellow fever was to address the public health issues in their midst. Clean up 
the waterfront, remove the offensive substances, rid the area of putrid vapors, and New York 
would be free of yellow fever. 
Pascalis-Ouviere also expressed an interest in the link between contagious illness and 
breathing noxious air. In 1796, he wrote an essay on the role that effluvia played in epidemic 
disease. By 1819, his research had evolved into cartographic efforts to identify the source of 
yellow fever contagion and his spot maps attempted to convince New Yorkers of the need for 
infrastructural solutions to public health problems.246 Though he described fifty-seven cases of 
yellow fever in his text, he chose to illustrate only the thirty-four cases that occurred in the 
streets and docks near the East River. [Fig. 2.3] He hoped that by mapping the instances of 
disease in which “foul airs . . . caused it in every instance,” he could inspire city leaders to 
institute sanitation measures that would eradicate the disease once and for all. To the Board of 
Health, he directed the following advice: “We may, therefore, anticipate that with farther [sic] 
local improvements, this great emporium of commerce may become one of the healthiest in the 
world.” He encouraged civic leaders to take into consideration “a project for disconnecting all 
the piers in the East River from the wharves, and throwing bridges on every one of them.” 
Pascalis-Ouviere also proposed “filling up a part of the docks, and digging all of them at a 
greater depth than that of low water mark.” He also gave his “hearty approbation” to a proposal 
for “constructing piers and wharves with hewn stone only.”247 
Moreover, Pascalis-Ouviere’s spot map showcased the continued advancement of 
cartographic techniques in the early nineteenth century. He incorporated shading to differentiate 
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unhealthy neighborhoods from healthy ones. He even embraced a visual language similar to tax 
and property maps of the day, in which yellow fever cases were illustrated as rectangles, meant 
to resemble individual houses. Overall, Seaman and Pascalis-Ouviere’s maps created a visual 
document of “disease causation,” by showing how yellow fever outbreaks moved through a 
specific geographic area over time. In this regard, the cartographers helped take an abstract 
question—how does yellow fever make people sick?—and linked it to the built environment. 
  Across the East River, Brooklyn also witnessed its share of yellow fever epidemics, often 
concurrently with those in Manhattan. In mid-August of 1822, Brooklynites strolling along 
Furman Street began to complain of “an almost insupportable stench” emanating from Samuel 
Jackson and George Hicks’ warehouse.248 The men had stored “large quantities of putrid fish” 
inside; the summer’s heat caused the fish to spoil and smell. On August 22, yellow fever “made 
its first appearance” in a house on Furman Street, after John Ward “passed through the infected 
district; and . . . visited the house on Jackson’s wharf.”249 Residents of and visitors to Ward’s 
house all sickened and died in the coming weeks.250  
Though only ten people died from this outbreak, it disrupted domestic life and business 
activities on Brooklyn’s waterfront. Gabriel Furman, a local lawyer and a historian, drew an ink 
and watercolor spot map of the outbreak. He depicted the waterfront as he saw it and hoped his 
map would help explain why yellow fever occurred on Brooklyn’s shores. He also included 
notes from newspapers, letters, and from conversations he had with individuals who recovered. 
Furman intended for the map to accompany a manuscript he was writing on the history of 
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Brooklyn, but he died in 1852 of an opium overdose, leaving the document unpublished.251 
Furman’s spot map is a cognitive record of Brooklyn in the midst of profound social and 
infrastructural change. As local officials struggled to understand the origin and spread of disease, 
Furman turned to cartography for clarity.  
Though Brooklyn was technically a separate municipality in the early nineteenth century, 
its location on the rocky heights overlooking Lower Manhattan made it a central node in the 
trade and commerce of New York Harbor. By 1824, one newspaper described Brooklyn as “part 
of the city of New York. . . [it] will eventually comprise the overflow of the southern part of this 
vast commercial metropolis.”252 Due to a complex set of seventeenth-century charters and 
municipal legislation, Manhattan assumed official control over Brooklyn’s shores to the low 
water mark. This relationship originated in 1686, with the issuance of the Dongan Charter.253 
The charter divided New York colony into twelve counties, including New York County 
(covering Manhattan) and Kings County (covering Brooklyn), each with a distinct local 
government. It also established the municipal Corporation of New York City and permitted the 
Corporation to regulate land sales. Under its guidelines, all vacant land in Manhattan, as well as 
all vacant land lying under the East and Hudson Rivers to the low water mark, was owned by 
New York City.254  
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Brooklyn occupied a complicated position within the Dongan Charter. Throughout the 
late seventeenth century, it was the recipient of a number of colonial land grants including the 
Breukelen patent of 1667, which allowed municipal leadership in Brooklyn to sell waterfront 
property to private individuals. The Dongan charter, however, trumped the Breukelen patent. By 
1686, any municipal land in Brooklyn that had not been sold—including “havens, harbors, 
creeks, marshes, waters, rivers, [and] lakes”— now belonged to New York City—and New York 
City had the authority to sell land and water lots on the Brooklyn side of the East River. Any 
Brooklynite wishing to purchase vacant waterfront property had to do so through the Common 
Council. In 1730, the Montgomerie Charter further strengthened Manhattan’s control over both 
sides of the East River, granting it authority over an additional 400 feet of water lots, including 
those along Brooklyn’s shores.255 
Throughout the colonial and early national periods, Brooklynites found themselves 
enmeshed in a complex set of rules governing their relationship to the shore. By the 1820s, the 
village was home to nearly 12,000 people and supported a growing assortment of docks, storage, 
and commercial facilities.256 Brooklyn’s proximity to Manhattan made it a prime location to 
dock foreign ships suspected or known to carry passengers and cargo infected with yellow fever. 
Following the 1805 epidemic, Manhattan’s Common Council formalized this practice, outlawing 
all foreign ships from docking in Lower Manhattan. Brooklyn’s waterfront assumed the risk of 
welcoming foreign vessels and, as many residents feared, the risk of disease.257 
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This relationship was tested in the summer of 1822, when Manhattan and Brooklyn 
residents pinned a small, but deadly, series of yellow fever outbreaks to Jackson and Hicks’ 
wharf and stores in Brooklyn Heights.258 In his notes, Furman described the smell emanating 
from the wharf as “so offensive that people can scarcely pass it.”259 Other Brooklynites 
speculated whether the outbreak originated on board the ship Diana, docked nearby at Waring 
and Kimberly’s wharf. Mrs. Lord had “sickened on board.” Her husband, the Captain, had 
ventured to Manhattan where he soon fell ill and was quarantined on Beaver Street.260  
Brooklyn’s Board of Health quickly attempted to stem the fever’s spread throughout the 
village. On September 11, representatives from the board burned tar and turpentine in John 
Ward’s Furman Street house. He was the first to fall ill and they hoped to “arrest. . . the 
contagion.” On September 13, the Trustees of the Village ordered workers to construct two 
wooden fences across Furman Street. Anyone living within the fences’ bounds had to evacuate. 
Everyone fled the area, except for the ornery innkeeper, Mr. Talbot, “who refuse[d] to remove” 
from the public house known as "Toby Philpots.” Amidst the chaos and rumors of the outbreak, 
Furman kept meticulous notes, jotting down accounts from the newspapers and stories passed by 
word of mouth. He also began to sketch and paint. His spot map and accompanying key sought 
to visualize and resolve the various theories about how and why yellow fever had targeted 
Brooklyn. [Fig. 2.4] 
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Furman’s map depicts only the structures and streets affected by yellow fever. He left 
few clues to indicate the map’s exact location, except for the water and land boundaries of 
Furman and Columbia streets and a key with the names of some property holders. This 
information suggests that Furman’s map illustrates a stretch of Brooklyn Heights situated about a 
half-mile from the Fulton Ferry landing—roughly between Clark and Montague Street today.261 
Furman Street boasted the businesses and structures most associated with commerce and trade. 
Taverns, groceries, tar sheds, distilleries for both alcohol and turpentine, warehouses, stables, 
and a windmill signaled to merchants, sailors, and residents this street’s maritime function.262 It 
was here, too, that Furman plotted the highest concentration of yellow fever sites. Along the 
water’s edge sat Johnathan Tompson’s brick store (L), Henry Waring’s stone store (I), Toby 
Philpot’s tavern (H), and Samuel Jackson and George Hick’s wharf (A). The ship Diana (B) had 
also docked here. Columbia Street, in contrast, was a residential thoroughfare with ten homes 
and one tavern. Within this district, people sickened and some of them died. “The state of the 
atmosphere,” argued some residents, was such that the disease traveled from the wharves to 
Columbia Street.263 
Furman’s spot map and accompanying notes illustrate how spot-mapmakers had to 
contend with an array of information when assembling their maps. Unlike Seaman and Pascalis-
Ouviere, Furman drew his map by hand, adding to it minute details including buildings, outbreak 
origin points, and fatalities. He contextualized Brooklyn’s shoreline better than any professional 
                                               
261 Samuel Jackson and George Hicks owned the wharf and warehouse where the outbreak was thought to 
originate. Furman writes, “Between the old or Fulton Ferry and Pierrepont’s Distillery are Piers and wharfs owned 
by the following persons . . . Samuel Jackson, and George Hicks.” See: “Description of the shores of the Village of 
Brooklyn at the end of the year 1822,” December 31, 1822, vol. 2, Furman Papers, BHS. 
 
262 “The number of Buildings in the Village of Brooklyn,” March 1821 2, Furman Papers, BHS. 
 
263 Thomas Boyd, September 13, 1823, quoted in Furman’s “Reports . . . published by the Board of Health 
during the Prevalence of the Fever,” September 16. 1821, vol. 3, Furman Papers, BHS. 
 104 
map available at the time. He took care to sketch the steep bluff that separated Columbia and 
Furman Street and gave the “Heights” its name. He included the step ladder (Q) and road (R) that 
residents used “to ascend the hill from Furman Street.” He indicated the wooden fences (G) the 
Trustees erected in a futile attempt to contain the disease. (The structure stood for about ten days 
before it was taken down.) This attention to the mundane details of daily living enabled Furman 
to sketch an epidemic as it was occurring. Furman depicted Brooklyn’s shoreline in a state of 
transformation. Regular, landfilled wharves and quays contrast with the natural undulating 
shoreline, a remnant of a disappearing era.  
With his map, Furman visualized a transforming waterfront landscape at the moment 
Brooklyn assumed a more prominent role in the shipping and storage of New York commerce. 
Furman’s spot map was representative of the Brooklyn he saw in person. He included 
information and data from the outbreak as it unfolded around him. Rather than superimposing 
data on a preexisting map, Furman sketched the waterfront as he understood it and experienced 
it—a place shaped by the natural topography and the presence of foreign vessels and goods. 
Furman’s Brooklyn was a bourgeoning port on the cusp of change. In this respect, Furman’s spot 
map illustrates how his sense of health and sanitation was dictated by the waterfront’s narrow 
boundaries. Historian Gergely Baics argues that “mental maps,” similar to Furman’s spot map, 
demonstrate how residents “made sense of [their lives] from a distance.”264 The map details 
points of familiarity for Furman and the residents of Brooklyn Heights as they struggled to 
combat the epidemic in their midst.  
 
Paul Beck and the Architectural Solutions to Philadelphia’s Yellow Fever Epidemics 
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As people learned to conceptualize the prevalence of disease within the waterfront 
districts around them, other concerned residents turned to architecture and design in an attempt 
to rid cities of yellow fever. In Philadelphia, designed approaches to yellow fever amelioration 
first emerged with Paul Beck’s plan for the Delaware River in 1820. “The disease always 
commences in the neighbourhood [sic] of the wharves,” Paul Beck concluded in his 1820 
“Proposal for Altering the Eastern Front of the City of Philadelphia.”265 The city of brotherly 
love had been the epicenter of yellow fever epidemics for decades and Beck had witnessed them 
all. A prominent merchant and philanthropist, Beck spearheaded efforts to improve 
Philadelphia’s waterfront facilities in response to epidemic disease, including publishing a 
proposal that he believed would “prevent the occurrence of malignant disorders.”  
Beck wanted the municipal government to invest over three-million dollars to purchase 
all of the private property along Water Street between Vine and South Streets. In its place, he 
hoped the city would construct a series of warehouses, alleys, wharves, retaining walls, paved 
streets, and sidewalks. The project would not only make the Delaware River the envy of all other 
ports, but it would also eradicate dilapidated wharves and warehouses—the supposed origin 
point for yellow fever. Beck’s elaborate proposal was the culmination of decades of writing, 
theorizing, and mapping yellow fever. Part pamphlet, part plan, part financial and architectural 
document, the proposal combined yellow fever amelioration techniques with cutting-edge 
design. In one sweeping endeavor, Beck sought to disseminate information to a well-read public, 
to advocate for architecture to combat disease-causing nuisances, and to appeal to a moneyed 
political elite who possessed the tools and capital to bring such a design from the page to reality. 
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The debates surrounding the plan’s implementation reflected the rise of a new generation of 
improvements in which merchant-investors channeled their financial resources to support the 
construction of monumental port facilities. And, as Beck hypothesized, these construction efforts 
would also prevent epidemic disease.  
 Philadelphians experienced an unusual period of good health during the summer of 1819. 
In July, the Board of Health reported that they “[did] not know of any period . . . when our city 
has been more healthy than at present.” Adherence to strict sanitation measures—street 
sweeping, gutter flushing, and general maintenance—had “preserved the health of the city.”266 
Despite this salubrious climate, the Philadelphia waterfront remained troubled by persistent 
outbreaks. Though not as deadly as epidemics of years past, the disease was a nuisance. Earlier 
that month the Board of Health reported seven cases near Market Street wharf. The buildings had 
been “carefully cleansed, white-washed and ventilated.” Health officials remained confident that 
“the disease has not been traced to any vessel or any stranger arriving from abroad.”267  
Merchant Paul Beck had conducted business on Water Street for nearly forty years and 
was no stranger to the threat yellow fever posed to Philadelphia’s residents and maritime 
economy. Born in Philadelphia in 1757, Beck came of age on the eve of revolution. Apprenticed 
to a wine merchant at fourteen, he was months away from completing his term when the news of 
war arrived in the city. He broke his indenture to join the militia, returning to the city in 1787, a 
veteran and young man eager to begin a life of business. From 1787 until his death in 1844, Beck 
committed himself to Philadelphia commerce. He quickly found success, amassing £4,000 at the 
end of his first year in business. Upon his death, Beck’s fortune totaled 1.25 million dollars.268  
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With his business pursuits cemented in the heart of Philadelphia’s merchant economy, it 
was no wonder that Beck took an interest in the health and success of the Delaware River. He 
owned a series of warehouses, commercial buildings, and office space along Water Street.269 
Some piecemeal efforts to spruce up the thoroughfare occurred in the first decade of the 
nineteenth century. In 1805, Beck purchased a newly-built two-and-a-half story brick warehouse 
with plastered walls, a gable roof, and iron shutters. The warehouse possessed a simple 
rectangular floor plan, with an open stairway to the second story. A central brick wall ran 
through the interior of the first and second floors, creating four distinct rooms which Beck could 
rent as counting rooms.270 Overall, however, Water Street had stood mainly unaltered since the 
previous century and remained susceptible to recurrent outbreaks.  
With his pamphlet, Paul Beck sought to “correct the evil” of yellow fever through 
architectural design. His “remedy” required “a thorough alteration to the east front of the city”—
the streets, alleys, buildings, and wharves along the Water Street-edge of the Delaware River. 
The proposal was a grand one. If undertaken, the city would acquire and then demolish all 
existing property along Water Street between Vine and Spruce. It would then invest $3,651,000 
to construct a uniform row of brick warehouses separated by spacious alleys. Celebrated 
architect William Strickland, whose recent commissions for Philadelphia’s Masonic Hall in 1808 
and the Second Bank of the United States in 1818 had brought him national renown, had agreed 
to design the buildings. The city would pay off its debts through the sale or rent of the newly 
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built structures, through wharfage and dockage fees, and through assessments passed on the 
buildings on the west side of Front Street.271 [Fig. 2.5] 
Beck was not alone in envisioning architectural solutions to the waterfront ills that 
afflicted United States cities. The merchant-turned-urban planner took his cues from Boston, 
referencing the “fifty gentlemen . . . [who] subscribed half a million dollars” for the construction 
of India Wharf with “fifty warehouses on it.” If Bostonians could accomplish such a monumental 
feat, why couldn’t Philadelphia “accomplish . . . what was done by a few individuals in a sister 
city?”272 Large-scale port building projects at home and abroad sought, in the words of historian 
Dell Upton, “to rationalize the logistics of commerce.”273 Merchants and architects banded 
together to design monumental, theft-proof, fire-proof, and efficient spaces. Beck hoped his 
proposal would to make port structures disease-proof as well. Aware of the waterfront’s meager 
state, Beck sought support for his plan.  
Later heralded as the “first ambitious essay in city planning for Philadelphia since Penn’s 
original design,” Philadelphians embraced Beck’s proposal with widespread support. Many 
announced it as a solution to their greatest social and economic hurdles.274 If Beck made good on 
his promises, the plan would end a labor shortage for waterfront workers. It “would put into 
circulation a large sum of money” that would flow to the pockets of “citizens . . . most in need.” 
It would rid the city of “dram-shops and other immoral nuisances.” It would, in short, “make 
Philadelphia the handsomest of cities.”275 In the months that followed, a committee of twenty-
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eight city-appointed “citizens” “fully approve[d] of the proposal” and the College of Physicians 
“strongly recommend[ed]” the plan. The Board of Health asserted that “Mr. Beck . . . appear[ed] 
to promise a reasonable expectation that [his design] would effect [sic] an exemption from this 
fatal scourge.”276  
 From 1820 to 1822, the city remained eager to move forward with Beck’s proposal. As 
merchants and civic leaders proclaimed the plan’s merits, they also sought the approval of Water 
Street’s most successful merchant and property holder, Stephen Girard. The French-born 
merchant owned a thriving business empire along Water Street. Were the city to move forward, 
it would undoubtedly have to contend with the purchase and demolition of Girard’s Water Street 
properties. Beginning in 1779 with the purchase of a series of small, frame buildings, Girard 
continued to expand his property holdings. By 1820 he owned groceries, a claret and cider 
bottling warehouse, wharves, offices, and a private residence.277 Girard was also a philanthropist, 
dedicating his time and money to a range of public pursuits. During the yellow fever epidemic of 
1793, Philadelphians proclaimed him a hero. The benevolent gentleman had managed the affairs 
of the Brush Hill hospital and ferried supplies from his wharves to sick and dying patients. Civic 
leaders wondered how Girard, the man who had acted “as a father” to the patients of Brush Hill, 
would respond to Beck’s proposal to improve Water Street. By the winter of 1822, the fate of 
Beck’s plan rested squarely in the hands of “supereminent” Stephen Girard.278   
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 Beck had anticipated the need for Girard’s approval, writing to him multiple times in 
1820 to no avail. He had twice stopped at Girard’s Water Street mansion to try and catch the 
merchant at home. “Not having the pleasure of meeting with you on either of our calls,” Beck 
wrote to Girard, “I send you the plan, for the purpose of your suggesting any improvements or 
alterations.” Beck sought any endorsement he could. If Girard “should . . . approve of the designs 
generally,” Beck believed he could entice the city to undertake the plan in earnest. Beck tried to 
appeal to Girard’s sense of duty. “A number of your fellow citizens look with anxiety on your 
[approval] of this . . . plan,” he coaxed. “If it should receive your approbation; they should view 
it as completed.”279 Girard replied only once to Beck and chose to ignore any further letters. His 
response was short and to the point: “I will not hesitate to say that I consider Water Street as 
healthy as any part of the city, consequently, I [am] opposed to the . . . plan alluded to.”280 But 
the debate continued. Soon, other merchants began writing to Girard. They took a deferential 
tone, appealing to his expertise or poking fun at Beck’s grand vision. Some even hinted at an 
awareness that Girard was tactfully delaying the plan’s implementation hoping “Mr. Beck’s wild 
scheme” would soon “go. . . out of date.”281  
Girard stalled Beck further by submitting to the Common Council his own gradual, 
“economical” plan for Water Street that would “facilitate our maritime Commerce.” “I am one of 
those who consider the prospect of Mr. Paul Beck’s . . . erroneous in every respect, and almost 
impractical,” he wrote.282 Girard’s alternative appears to have been more of a preventative 
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measure meant to stop Beck’s plan than an actionable plan he intended to implement. With 
Girard’s disapproval fully noted, the city put an end to Paul Beck’s proposal. 
 Historians have hypothesized various explanations for why Stephen Girard disapproved 
so vehemently of Beck’s scheme. For one, Girard’s private property holdings on Water Street 
may have made the merchant reluctant to participate in its demolition. Architectural historian 
Dell Upton has argued, however, that Girard’s criticism stemmed from an understanding of 
common property rights in the early national period. Girard believed that city land did not belong 
to the government but rather to the public. It was a resource held in common and as such “could 
not be disposed of for the benefit of any single group or person, however deserving or socially 
useful city councilors might find them.”283 Girard asserted that any alterations to the waterfront 
should occur gradually. Over time, a consistent architectural and spatial vision could take shape, 
with the rights of individual property holders preserved.284 More recently, the scholarly 
perception of Girard’s involvement in waterfront improvement has shifted away from an analysis 
of property rights, towards an examination of the role he played as a civic guardian. Historian 
Brenna O’Rourke Holland argues that Girard assumed the role of “institutional parent” in his 
business efforts and charitable giving. As the wealthiest merchant in the fledgling republic, 
Girard assumed a protective role over the citizens of Philadelphia—his civic “family.”285 
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When examined through the lens of public health and infrastructure, Girard’s dismissal of 
Beck’s plan becomes a battle of property, political influence, and the purse. As cities witnessed 
outbreak after outbreak of yellow fever, merchants, businessmen, and civic leaders proposed and 
debated an array of sanitary, architectural, and infrastructural solutions to quell the spread of the 
waterfront disease. As the conflict between Beck and Girard demonstrates, many stakeholders 
engaged in these debates. But Girard, the wealthiest and most politically powerful of them all, 
was determined to obstruct such efforts until they could happen on his terms—even if he did not 
live to see them built. Upon his death in 1831, Girard bequeathed to the city the remainder of his 
real and personal estate and he granted an additional $500,000 “to improve the neighborhood of 
the river Delaware.”286 Though Girard would not oversee these waterfront improvements, they 
would still occur under the direction of his estate.  
 Unlike Beck’s plan which called for a clean-slate of development, Girard’s plan was a 
gradual effort. First, he called upon the city to extend the shoreline with a new twenty-one-foot-
wide thoroughfare called Delaware Avenue, paved with stone, and outfitted with curbs and street 
lights. The avenue would run along the eastern edge of Water Street and replace the wharves and 
buildings that currently marked the shore. Girard’s will stipulated that the city “compel” dock 
owners “to keep them clean.” Girard also allocated funds to “regulate, widen, pave, and curb 
Water Street.” Using his own home and properties as a model, Girard demanded that Water 
Street “be widened east and west” to at least thirty-nine feet across, “in like manner as it is from 
the front of my dwelling to the front of my stores.” Rather than altering all private property at 
once, the city was to implement his vision over time “until there shall be a correct and permanent 
regulation of Water Street.” Overall, Girard maintained his “intention to . . . maintain that section 
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of the city . . . in a condition which will correspond better with the general cleanliness and 
appearance of the whole city, and be more consistent with the safety, health, and comfort of the 
citizens.” Upon his death, Stephen Girard had his way. From 1834 to 1845, Philadelphia forged 
ahead with the construction of Delaware Avenue. 
 Beck would live to see the improvement of the Delaware River waterfront—but not the 
one he had imagined. The “old and highly respected merchant” died in December of 1844, a year 
before the completion of Girard’s project. The two merchant-philanthropists’ visions signaled an 
embrace of modern architectural solutions alongside an infusion of capital to fully eradicate the 
effects of yellow fever.  
In cities along the Atlantic coast, efforts begun in the 1790s to describe yellow fever 
outbreaks, had grown by the 1810s to include efforts to map the extent of the fever’s destruction. 
In New York, Brooklyn, and Philadelphia, concerned residents combined the descriptive, 
persuasive language of pamphlets with the visual and infrastructural details of maps and plans. In 
Philadelphia, architectural and planning measures served as a culmination of these efforts. As 
residents confronted the persistence and prevalence of yellow fever, they embraced efforts to 
write, draw, think, and design it away. Conceptualizing yellow fever in space and over time, 
people began to comprehend the waterfront as a discrete district in both literal and cognitive 
terms and they turned to architecture to mitigate dock-side disease once and for all.  
These architectural transformations also coincided with yellow fever’s widespread 
departure from northern seaports. After 1822, Philadelphia, New York, and Boston never again 
witnessed a yellow fever outbreak on par with the deadly epidemics of decades-past. The disease 
earned a reputation as a “southern scourge,” as its intended target appeared to shift to Charleston, 
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Savannah, and New Orleans.287 The only logical conclusion civic leaders and ordinary residents 
could draw was that their sanitation and construction efforts caused yellow fever’s flight. By the 
turn of the nineteenth century, civic leaders and merchants began to replace tangles of crooked 
streets, wooden buildings, and dilapidated wharves, with orderly streetscapes, brick and stone 
buildings, and expanded infrastructure dedicated to both local and international commerce. They 
justified these projects on the basis of public health; merchant entrepreneurs funneled increasing 
amounts of capital into their construction. The resulting improvement efforts would ultimately 
transform the waterfront’s social landscape as well. In the decades to come, Americans 
constructed, dismantled, and negotiated their competing visions of the ideal waterfront.  
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Fig. 2.1 Seaman’s spot map detailed New York’s East River during the 1796 yellow fever 
outbreak. (Map by Valentine Seaman. “Plate 1,” in “An Inquiry into the Cause of the Prevalence 




Fig. 2.2 Seaman’s spot map detailed the East River during the 1797 yellow fever outbreak. The 
letter “S” indicates offensive substances along the waterfront. (Map by Valentine Seaman. “Plate 




Fig. 2.3 In 1819, Felix Pascalis-Ouviere drew a spot map detailing a yellow fever outbreak on 
the East River waterfront between Coenties and Coffee House slips. (Map by Felix Pascalis-
Ouviere, “A Map of Old Slip and Infected Vicinity.” A Statement of the Occurrences during a 




Fig. 2.4 Gabriel Furman’s watercolor sketch of the Brooklyn Heights waterfront illustrates his 
attempts to understand the origin and spread of yellow fever during the 1822 epidemic. 
(“Description of the shores of the Village of Brooklyn at the end of the year 1822.” Vol. 2, 
Furman Papers. [December 31, 1822]. Brooklyn Historical Society.) 
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Fig. 2.5 Architect William Strickland drew this plan and elevation to accompany Paul Beck’s 
proposal to demolish and rebuild the Delaware River waterfront. (Architectural drawing by 
William Strickland. “A Proposal for Altering the Eastern front of the City of Philadelphia, with a 
view to prevent the recurrence of malignant diseases, on a plan conformable to the original 









India Wharf and the Corporate Development of Boston’s Waterfront 
 
 
Visitors and residents of early-national Boston agreed that India Wharf—the monumental 
dock and storage structure built from 1803 to 1808 by architect Charles Bulfinch and funded by 
the Broad Street Associates and the Proprietors of India Wharf—was an impressive sight. It was 
the largest building ever constructed in Boston. “Spacious and extensive,” India Wharf 
“supported a line of buildings five stories high” and a neoclassical pediment and passageway that 
rose seven stories at the building’s center.288 For vessels approaching the city from the water, 
there was no mistaking it; the words “India Wharf” were carved proudly in marble beneath the 
slate-covered roof. With walls of Flemish-bond bricks, windows trimmed by marble arches and 
wooden sills on the east and north facades, and a central pediment that showcased Bulfinch’s 
dexterity with neoclassical forms, India Wharf signaled a crowning achievement in Boston’s 
urban improvement and corporate financing. Stepping off the wharves and meandering the city 
streets, visitors immediately encountered Broad Street and India Street, two thoroughfares 
funded by the Broad Street Associates, that “extend[ed] at right angles” from “the head of India 
Wharf.” Lined with four-story brick and stone buildings, these streets stretched nearly a half mile 
to State Street and served the maritime activities of the bustling port. It was “said that London 
exhibits nothing superior of the kind.”289 [Fig. 3.1] 
India Wharf, Broad Street, and India Street demonstrated Boston’s commitment to 
aesthetic grandeur, physical prominence, and commercial efficiency. Just decades earlier, this 
stretch of the harbor contained “a few zig-zag wharves and ordinary buildings.” Now stood a 
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neoclassical wharf, warehouse, and street network financed by two state-chartered corporations, 
the Broad Street Associates and the Proprietors of India Wharf. Essentially the same groups of 
men—lawyers, merchants, bankers, and politicians—who pooled their resources to fund these 
risky ventures. The booster literature of the day touted these improvement efforts as “proof of the 
enterprize [sic] . . . wealth and persevering industry” of the city’s wealthiest men and a product 
Boston’s increasing corporate waterfront presence.290 Through these streets and structures, 
Boston’s economic and political elite sought to promote East Indies business, while elevating the 
harbor’s architectural character to international standards.  
The following chapter argues that the design, authorization, and construction of India 
Wharf, Broad Street, and India Street reflected not only a shift in understanding on the part of 
civic leaders about the relationship between architecture, urban planning, and the corporate form. 
It also reflected the ways in which large-scale port improvements could drastically alter 
Bostonians’ relationship to the waterfront in tangible ways: through the streets they walked, the 
businesses they frequented, and the properties they owned. As the city’s mercantile elite 
reimagined the harbor as a space of corporate control and efficiency, they wiped away centuries 
of waterfront construction, including wooden wharves, domestic and commercial structures, and 
street networks. They transformed the means by which the middling and lower waterfront 
communities—tradesmen, male and female business owners, and small property owners—could 
frequent and make a living from these spaces.  
Unlike New York and Philadelphia, where municipal corporations deferred to merchant 
elites who undertook large-scale projects on an ad-hoc basis, Boston uniquely embraced the 
corporate form to fund improvement initiatives throughout the city and state. Boston’s elites 
                                               
290 Shubael Bell, An Account of the Town of Boston written in 1817 (American Antiquarian Society, 1919) 
30-31. 
 122 
seized upon the state’s authority to grant corporate charters to implement projects on a scale 
unseen in other cities of the time. Following a long-standing tradition of corporate sponsorship 
for local building in Massachusetts, the Broad Street Associates and Proprietors of India Wharf 
constructed an idealized vision of the waterfront district as a space of global commerce, refined 
taste, and filled bank accounts. 
Yet these improvement efforts were not without criticism.291 Individuals in the lower 
echelons of Boston society had very little in the way of political recourse to protest the way India 
Wharf, Broad Street, and India Street’s construction impinged upon their everyday existence. In 
response, they challenged these monumental undertakings through the press, through lawsuits 
and riots, and through property rentals and spatial use. Studying the mechanisms of corporate 
finance alongside everyday citizens’ opposition to these schemes, we can better understand the 
social and economic forces that allowed Boston’s merchants and businessmen to flourish, while 
stifling others who were less secure in their ability to succeed in the new capitalist economic 
climate of the early republic.292 The “spirit of improvement” that infused Boston’s early-national 
building boom was up for debate among the men and women who called the port home. 
For visitors to Boston, first impressions of the city began with the waterfront. In the 
1790s, a sailor disembarking from a vessel immediately encountered the grand Long Wharf, 
which stretched deep into the harbor. Venturing to the city center, he walked past rows of 
wooden shops and warehouses. Shopkeepers might tempt him with a variety of goods for sale: 
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wine, West Indian rum, citrus fruits, linens, gunpowder, and canvas. Soon, he was thrust into the 
crowded streets and bustling activity of Boston’s business district—an area not much changed 
since the mid-eighteenth century, as British occupation and the stresses of supporting the 
Revolution had stalled the city’s growth. Here on State Street, the city’s “most noted and 
spacious street,” the sailor could take in the “picturesque scene” of “dwelling houses, publick 
offices, warehouses, and auction [houses].”293 Directly to the north stood the State House, as well 
as the prison, courthouse, and custom house. 
Turning south along Kilby Street towards the South End, the sailor passed a series of 
ramshackle wharves and slips owned by families whose fortunes had been made well before the 
Revolution. The Rowes, Hancocks, Wendells, Tilsestons, Wheelers, and Fosters had at one time 
invested in trade with the British Empire. Their wharves varied in size and shape, with their 
haphazard arrangement reflecting their gradual construction. Built via Boston’s signature land-
making process, these wharves took shape as workers filled the harbor’s tidal flats with earth 
acquired from the leveling of the city’s many neighboring hills.294 The late-eighteenth-century 
waterfront was crowded and densely settled, characterized by a mix of private and public spaces 
where residences and businesses merged with the activity of the streets.295 Private houses often 
served as workplaces or taverns and it was not uncommon for multiple families to live under the 
same roof. During the 1780s and 90s, Boston’s poorest residents—both black and white—lived 
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side by side and sometimes shared accommodations.296 The region most sought-after for 
improvement in the early-national period, stretched along the harbor-side edge of the South end, 
between Long Wharf and Rowe’s Wharf. This landscape can be clearly seen on the Osgood 
Carleton map of 1796, as wharves stretch out from the shoreline towards the sea, while lanes and 
streets twist and bend leading to the city center and toward the hinterlands beyond. [Fig. 3.2] 
The impetus for waterfront reform emerged during a period of great social change in 
Boston. From 1790 to 1800, the city’s population expanded from 18,000 inhabitants to 25,000 
inhabitants.297 One resident commented, “When you come [to Boston] you will scarcely see any 
other than new faces . . . the change which in that respect has happened within the few years 
since the revolution is as remarkable as the revolution itself.”298 This transformation was due, in 
part, to America’s shifting economic relationships with overseas ports. No longer subjects of the 
British crown, American merchants enjoyed their newfound freedom to trade openly throughout 
the East Indies, as well as their increased competitive edge with England and other European 
nations. North Americans understood the “East Indies” to encompass a broad geographic area 
including China, India, the Mascarenes, and Southeast Asia. As historian James Fichter explains, 
American trade in the East Indies fundamentally “reoriented New England and the mid-Atlantic 
states” towards global markets. North American merchants increased their earnings through the 
re-export of pepper, tea, and Asian-manufactured goods to Europe and the Caribbean; from 1790 
to 1815, between twenty to fifty percent of all foreign goods imported to the United States were 
resold abroad. Moreover, East Indies trade created a new class of wealthy merchants and 
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financiers who “profoundly altered the shape of American business.”299 Though East Indies 
goods made up a small fraction of this total, they helped establish American merchants as major 
competitors to Great Britain.300 
North America’s wealthiest merchants had the capital, the ocean-going vessels, and the 
business connections to gain a greater foothold in Asian markets. In Boston, this wealth 
manifested itself most prominently through reinvestment in infrastructure—wharves, 
warehouses, docking facilities, and bigger ships—to make future ventures possible and more 
profitable. Merchants also found themselves diversifying not only in foreign markets, but also in 
the goods they bought and sold. For the merchants of early-national Boston, those “goods” 
included real estate. Accustomed to the fluctuations of the local economy and familiar with the 
built environment of various neighborhoods, merchants found real estate to be a ready profit 
generator. Merchants encouraged other men in leading professions, such as lawyers, bankers, 
insurance agents, and civic leaders, to join in. As historian Lisa Lubow explains, the city’s real 
estate market boasted “high rates of return . . . rising property values, and the potential for 
additional income to be derived from rents, mortgages, and loans.”301 In the 1790s, many of New 
England’s elite investors had speculated in the country’s hinterlands, such as buying tracts in 
upstate New York and Maine. These men knew the accumulation, subdivision, and sale of land 
could bring financial gain. Many of these men also formed the state’s financial institutions as 
bank directors and insurance agents, while others had political ties to local, state, and federal 
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offices. Together, this cadre of elite gentlemen controlled many of the social, political, and legal 
mechanisms necessary to get large-scale ventures off the ground. 
By the early republic, their efforts extended beyond land speculation and focused instead 
on real estate speculation—a much riskier, but potentially more profitable, endeavor. Real estate 
speculation required not only the purchase and sale of undeveloped land, but also the demolition 
of pre-existing structures, the hiring of architects and workers to design and build these spaces, 
and the securing of buyers for the built properties. Overall, real estate speculation, like that 
undertaken by the members of the Broad Street Association and the Proprietors of India Wharf, 
fundamentally transformed the built environment of the harbor.302  
 Their impetus to develop the harbor stemmed, in part, from their distaste for the sailors 
and maritime laborers who took their leave or resided in the neighborhoods closest to the water. 
These men, many middle- and upper-class residents chided, stirred up trouble along the docks. In 
the 1790s, local newspapers published accounts of violent occurrences by ordinary “citizens” 
and described these persons as unfit to oversee or participate in the comings and goings of port 
activities. These critiques came to a head in July 1795, when a group of mariners and laborers 
working on the docks, incorrectly targeted the Canadian sloop Halifax, a friendly vessel 
anchored at Long Wharf, as a British privateer. A “considerable number” of these maritime 
workers “attacked . . . plundered and cut her mast [and] rigging to pieces.” They towed the 
Halifax away from the dock and “set fire to her.” While raiding the vessel, the rioters found 
American military supplies on board—gun powder, muskets, shot, and other items—which they 
believed to have been stolen. This “further exasperated the rioters and . . . provoked them to the 
lengths they finally went.”  
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The ship’s captain, Captain Meagher, defended his crew’s peaceful intentions. He 
testified under oath that he had lawfully acquired the military supplies on a previous stop in 
Charleston as “a defence [sic] against the gun boats and small armed craft which cruise about the 
Bermudian islands.” On this particular voyage, he had been sailing from Canada to Bermuda, but 
“meeting with contrary winds, and being apprehensive that his pine apples would damage” he 
had “obtained a permit to land” in Boston. Customs House officials confirmed Meagher’s reports 
with copies of his signed paperwork. The press chastised the rioters for pursuing the vessel, 
which was partly owned by Canadian merchant and Revolutionary-era ally Thomas Fillis, a 
“gentleman . . . whose exertions in the cause of liberty . . . are recorded in the hearts of many of 
our citizens.” 303 Overall, customs officials, ship owners, and merchants deemed a population of 
waterfront laborers and residents unfit to manage the workings of a functioning port. Press 
accounts, like that of the dismantling of the sloop Halifax, implied that these ordinary sorts were 
unable to identify friend or foe and that they were easily provoked into disreputable behavior in 
the face of perceived controversy.  
 The waterfront also symbolized disorder—reflected in the theft of imported goods and 
personal belongings from ships docked at the wharves. Sometimes thieves stole imported goods, 
such as the “barrel of Pork,” taken from Crowninshield’s wharf. But most often dock-side 
thieves coveted luxury goods belonging to merchants and captains.304 Captain Alex Curfrae, of 
the ship Hero, had his silver watch with brass chain, two keys, and a “seal with a Lion” stolen 
while docked at Rowe’s Wharf.305 A thirty-two-year-old thief “with dark complexion,” by the 
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surname of Gardner, pilfered a trunk full of cotton shirts, a checked handkerchief, a blue- and 
white-striped cotton and linen coat, hats, shaving gear, and other items from the captain of the 
ship Polly.306 Captain David Marshall reported that his “Red Morocco Pocket Book,” containing 
cash, receipts, personal papers, and the bill of sale for the sloop Speedwell, had been taken from 
on board the vessel.307 Sometimes burglars even made off with the vessels themselves. Merchant 
John Avery had a fifteen-foot boat stolen from his wharf in the South end and offered a 
“handsome reward” for her return.308 
Other thieves broke in to stores and warehouses to steal imported foodstuffs and luxury 
goods. Thieves most often targeted warehouses containing ordinary items, such as chests of tea; 
bags of pepper or coffee; and yards of thread, cloth and linen, which they would resell to 
merchants and shopkeepers for cash.309 But they also targeted personal items as well, such as “a 
bag containing about one hundred pounds of Human Hair” stolen from Long Wharf—an 
important accessory in an era of wig hairstyles.310 
In response to these violent and illegal occurrences, ship-owners used newspapers to 
issue “a serious caution” to their business associates. “Vessels lying at wharves in port have been 
robbed . . . [and] broken open,” wrote “A Ship-holder who has been robbed,” in 1811. “It is 
therefore requested that store keepers . . . take notice when good of a suspicious nature . . . are 
offered them for sale, and that they would stop said goods . . . before they are paid for.” The 
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writer furthered cautioned that if any merchants “should buy such materials” and are caught, they 
could be prosecuted for “possessing stolen goods.”311 Furthermore, the Town Selectmen also 
passed increasingly stringent waterfront regulations to stem recurrent thefts. In January of 1812, 
they “Voted that the Overseers of the poor . . . be exact and vigilant in executing the laws 
authorizing the removal of persons whose characters are suspicious, whose morals are bad, [and] 
who have no settled reputable means for a livelihood.”312 
Meanwhile, in an effort to mitigate this perceived chaos, merchant-elites embraced 
architectural strategies to construct their vision of a well-ordered port. In the next few decades 
Boston was almost entirely transformed by individuals hoping to modernize the mercantile city. 
A new generation of merchants and businessmen sought to combine a desire for wealth through 
trade with a national impulse for civic improvement. Many elite Bostonians began to imagine a 
city that was spatially and visually uniform. They turned to the local architect Charles Bulfinch 
for assistance in realizing this vision. Bulfinch’s European Grand Tour from 1785 to 1787 
introduced him to the marvels of Georgian and Neoclassical architecture. He returned to Boston 
and began to build in these styles around the city. By 1798, Bulfinch completed the State House, 
a variety of elegant homes in the West End, and the Tontine Crescent row-houses.313 Around 
1802, Uriah Cotting, Francis Cabot Lowell, and Henry Jackson approached Bulfinch to redesign 
the South End waterfront, replacing outdated wharves and rickety buildings with a neoclassical 
wharf building and two thoroughfares lined with brick stores.  
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The Broad Street, India Street, and India Wharf project reflected a larger social and 
political desire to improve, rather than eradicate, the potentially profitable wharves. Between 
1803 and 1808, Cotting, Lowell, and Jackson, armed with Bulfinch’s designs, replaced the 
colonial waterfront with nearly a half-mile of regular streets and a single majestic wharf, 
“constructed in a uniform and elegant style.” As demonstrated in a detail from the John G. Hale 
map of Boston in 1814, Broad Street replaced Battery March Street and at the water’s edge ran 
India Street, which enclosed “four new spacious streets,” Wharf, Bread, Custom House, and 
Well Streets.314 Both thoroughfares terminated at the custom house; at 989 feet in length, India 
Street’s size indicated its importance.315 Right angles, regular blocks, and wide streets expressed 
the merchant relationships and financial investments that sought to rationalize and 
compartmentalize the built environment. [Fig. 3.3]  
Cotting, a merchant and speculator, organized the project. Described by his 
contemporaries as the charming gentleman who could “open . . . the purses of . . . the wealthy, 
and reach . . . even the iron chest of the miser,” Cotting recognized the lucrative potential of the 
city’s waterfront.316 Born an innkeeper’s son in Waltham, Massachusetts in 1766, Cotting lacked 
the familial lineage and privileges of his merchant and lawyer colleagues. Peers noted that it was 
his “buoyant spirits, invincible good humor, and mental endowments,” rather than any 
“extraordinary advantage of wealth or education,” that brought nineteen-year-old Cotting to 
Boston.317 There he began his ascent through the social ranks, first as an errand boy in a West 
                                               
 314 Bell, An Account of the Town of Boston, 30. 
 
315 Caleb Hopkins Snow, A History of Boston, the Metropolis of Massachusetts, from Its Origins to the 
Present Period (Boston: Abel Bowen, 1825), 327. 
 
316 “Died: Uriah Cotting,” The Franklin Monitor, May 15, 1819.  
 
317 Thomas Bridgman, The Pilgrims of Boston and Their Descendants (New York: D. Appleton & Co., 
1856), 47 
 131 
India goods shop and eventually as a business partner of successful merchant John Amory. By 
1800, Cotting had amassed enough wealth to purchase a home on Somserset Street. He had also 
met and befriended his future business associate, Francis Cabot Lowell.318 Lowell, born in 1755, 
entered the world as a member of Massachusetts’ political and social elite. By the 1790s, he was 
an established merchant on Boston’s Long Wharf, intimately familiar with the intricacies of 
overseas trade. It was Cotting, however, who first enticed Lowell away from ventures based 
solely on the importing, exporting, and selling of commercial goods, towards speculative 
investment in real estate, including wharves and warehouses.  
By 1803, Cotting convinced Lowell and fellow merchant Henry Jackson to join him in 
the construction of India Wharf, Broad Street, and India Street.319 To design, finance, and build 
this venture, Cotting, Lowell, and Jackson initiated construction in phases, with the sale of each 
phase intended to help pay for the construction of the next. If all went according to plan, the 
merchant-financiers reasoned, early small-scale investments could grow increasingly complex 
over time as they acquired shareholders.  
The first stirrings of the project began on March 8, 1803, when Cotting, Lowell, and 
Jackson hired masons John Newcomb and William Baxter of Quincy, “to find a good and 
sufficient quantity of . . . stone” to build “a strong and uniform . . . wall for a wharf” by July 1, 
1803. Their contract described a sea wall, or retaining wall, “five-feet wide . . . at the bottom 
[and] three-feet [wide] at the top” that boxed off the shoreline perimeter to the east of Battery 
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March Street.320 Workers excavated this region at low tide, filling the interior with ballast and 
covering the upper portions with earth. This resulting stone-walled and earthen structure formed 
the substrate for the India wharf dock.321 [Fig. 3.4] A sketch of Central Wharf, constructed in 
1823, demonstrates a similar construction technique for a wharf retaining wall. The stone wall 
tapers from bottom to top, creating a solid foundation to fill with earth and ballast. [Fig. 3.5] 
Newcomb and Baxter worked quickly and finished by May 1803, two months ahead of 
their July deadline. Salem’s Reverend William Bentley remarked on a visit to Boston, “The new 
Wharf near Battery March is begun.”322 In June and July of 1803, Cotting, Lowell, and Jackson 
financed the range of ten stores that sat to the western edge of India Wharf. [Fig. 3.6] The trio 
drew up contracts with a variety of merchants and indicated to potential buyers that these stores 
would be built “according to a plan drawn by Charles Bulfinch, Esqr.” [Fig. 3.7] Using 
Bulfinch’s drawing as a marketing tool, the merchant-speculators enticed potential buyers with 
their descriptions of the soon-to-be-built stores. The contracts stipulated that workers would 
finish the buildings by November 30, 1803.323 For merchants familiar with the architectural 
aesthetics of overseas trade, particularly in London, Bulfinch’s drawing would have struck a 
chord. Interested in keeping up with the latest fashions, merchants were drawn to the 
symmetrical placement of doors and windows, an attention to ordered, regular details, and brick 
and stone construction. In addition, brick and stone construction offered additional fire-proofing 
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measures over their eighteenth-century predecessors.324 Built on the newly-completed landfill, 
these stores were the first buildings constructed and sold in the new development. 325 [Fig. 3.8]  
By signing contracts that included not only designs drawn by a well-known architect, but 
also the prospect of finished ground-floor spaces with decorative moldings, fireplaces, and wall 
paper, buyers could ensure they were purchasing the finest offices in the city. Years later, visitors 
described the stores as “splendid,” “built, and arranged, with singular elegance, and far excelling 
everything of the kind on this side of the Atlantic.”326 Their sale was remarkably successful. In a 
matter of weeks, Cotting, Lowell, and Jackson secured buyers for all ten properties and realized a 
profit of $9,000—money the merchants reinvested in the remainder of the project.327  
From 1802 until 1804, Cotting, Lowell, and Jackson, continued to amass enough capital 
to entice other investors to join them in their scheme. By the spring of 1804, they began to seek 
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additional investors whose money would support continued construction along the waterfront. 
One of these investors was Harrison Gray Otis, one of the wealthiest men in Boston. Born in 
1765, Otis was the oldest and most politically active member of the waterfront investors. A 
politician, lawyer, and leader in Boston’s Federalist Party, throughout his life he held a variety of 
posts as District Attorney for the state of Massachusetts (1801-1802), a member and president of 
the State Senate (1802-1817), and Mayor of Boston (1829-1831). In 1814, he served as a judge 
in the Court of Common Pleas and was a leading delegate to the Hartford Convention. According 
to his biographer and descendant Samuel Eliot Morison, “it was mainly by wise investments . . . 
that [Otis’] property grew from nothing at all in 1786 to a considerable fortune in 1810.”328 Otis 
invested heavily in Boston real estate and owned shares in upwards of seven real estate 
corporations, including the Broad Street Associates and the Proprietors of India Wharf, as well as 
multiple individual plots of land and properties throughout the city.329 By 1832, his total real 
estate holdings were valued at $147,000.330 Waiting to invest until the project proved successful, 
Otis demonstrated his prowess as a calculating real estate developer.331 From 1804 to 1807, he 
purchased nine separate parcels of land from Cotting and Lowell for a total of $87,906.332 
Together, Cotting, Lowell, Jackson, and Otis constituted a cadre of elite investors who could 
supply the capital and resources to build on a scale never before seen in Boston. 
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 In May 1804, Cotting and Lowell sold Otis subscriptions to lots they had purchased 
along Battery March Street—a transaction that signaled that the group had begun to think of 
itself as a corporation prior to securing an official corporate charter from the state legislature. It 
appears that these men had always planned to incorporate once the project was underway. 
Promissory notes in the Otis papers indicate that the merchant-investors referred to themselves as 
the Broad Street Associates as early as December of 1803. These subscriptions, in which a 
handful of investors purchased not-yet-built stores on Broad Street, had payment due dates in as 
quickly as a few months, or as long as four or five years. When Jonathan Sullivan promised 
$2,500 for store Number 7 on December 31, 1803, his payment in full was due by September 31, 
1804. However, when Francis Bradbury promised $5,000 for store Number 10 on December 31, 
1803, his payment in full was not due until January 1, 1809.333 These exchanges illustrate that 
the Associates were confident enough in securing a charter that they started selling contracts to 
properties they intended to build prior to receiving official state recognition.  
Historian Robert Wright explains that in the early republic, it was not uncommon for 
business partnerships to operate as unofficial corporations, holding meetings, electing directors, 
securing capital, and finding shareholders.334 As was the case with the Broad Street Associates 
and the Proprietors of India Wharf, these merchant-investors sought corporate charters once they 
determined that the ability to access state powers, such as the authority to improve large swaths 
of land through eminent domain, became essential to continued improvement.335  
                                               
 333 The other names listed in the incorporation papers include: James Lloyd Junior, Benjamin Bussey, 
Rufus Greene Amory, Joshua Loring, John Loring, and Samuel Harris. See: “Names of Promissers [sic] of the Broad 
Street Association,” 1803, reel 3, HGO. 
 
334 Robert Wright, Corporation Nation (Philadelphia: U. Penn Press, 2014), 17. 
 
335 Wright, Corporation Nation, 11-12.  
 
 136 
Corporations were a vehicle through which merchants could organize capital among 
themselves and offer shares to friends, family, and business associates to insulate their financial 
and social connections. Some of Boston’s earliest corporations, in the words of historian James 
Fichter, were “business venture[s] first and last with the corporate form merely wrapped around 
[them].”336 They could trace their roots to the joint-stock companies of the colonial period, which 
laid the organizational and legal groundwork for the flurry of improvement corporations 
sanctioned by state legislatures following the American Revolution. The most important of these 
joint-stock companies was the Proprietors of the Boston Pier, or Long Wharf, established in the 
spring of 1710.337 With its charter, the Proprietors built a 1,586-foot long wharf that extended 
from the end of King Street (later State Street).338 The Board of Selectmen mandated that the 
Proprietors maintain the first thirty-feet of wharf adjacent to King Street for public use and that 
the wharf’s farthest edge accommodate guns for defense. Along the wharf’s central span, 
however, merchant-investors could construct a uniform series of warehouses, forty by twenty 
feet, and collectively share income from renting warehouse space, selling goods, and from 
assessing wharfage and dockage fees. Furthermore, the Proprietors’ initial plan established the 
number of available company shares, identified wharf owners, and granted them the ability to 
pass their warehouse properties to future generations. Lastly, the Board of Selectmen mandated 
that no other wharf be allowed to extend beyond the limits of Long Wharf, reinforcing a late-
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seventeenth-century boundary known as the “circular line.”339 This mandate effectively granted 
the Proprietors of Long Wharf a monopoly over the length of Boston’s future wharves. 340 
For their first sixty-two years of operation, the Proprietors of Long Wharf operated as an 
unincorporated joint-stock company.341 In the colonial period, most American joint-stock 
companies remained unincorporated and sanctioned by local governments, rather than the crown. 
This form of organization allowed investors to function like an incorporated company—
possessing limited liability, monopoly status, and perpetual succession—without an official royal 
charter. Unincorporated joint-stock companies tended to operate on a small financial scale and 
focus on investments related to land development and commercial growth. Ultimately, these 
colonial-era joint-stock companies set the standard by which merchant-investors in the early-
national period would conceptualize and approach the funding, construction, and maintenance of 
waterfront improvements. In choosing to construct large-scale improvements through the profit 
and sale of waterfront land and the construction of new buildings and choosing to wait to 
formally incorporate until projects were long underway, both the Broad Street Associates and the 
Proprietors of India Wharf drew upon these long-standing legal traditions to conceptualize and 
institute their projects.  
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The Broad Street Associates used the corporate form to safeguard and invest the money 
gained from East Indies shipping, real estate sales, and other speculative ventures back into 
infrastructure. With a charter, they could use the mechanisms of the state, including the power of 
eminent domain, to undertake the most invasive aspect of the development: the acquisition and 
total demolition of Battery March Street and the construction of the Broad and India Streets and 
stores. By the spring of 1804, the development consisted of a large, landfilled wharf structure, 
ten brick stores on the wharf’s western edge, and the excavated foundations of what would 
become the monumental India Wharf building. [Fig. 3.8] 
With the foundations of India Wharf completed, Cotting, Lowell, Jackson, and Otis 
turned their attention to the two main thoroughfares that would serve as the stately entrance to 
India Wharf: Broad Street and India Street. To develop this region of the waterfront, the men 
needed to secure deeds to all the properties between State Street and India Wharf on a stretch of 
harbor-front along Battery March Street. Once they acquired the properties, the men planned to 
rename Battery March Street “Broad Street” and build India Street on a parallel stretch of landfill 
“fronting the harbor.”342 Though they had secured deeds to some properties along this stretch, 
many still remained in the hands of private-property owners. As the project grew larger, it also 
grew riskier; the merchant entrepreneurs had a great deal of financial and personal capital at 
stake.  
Aware of these risks, and desirous to own all land and properties along this stretch of 
harbor-front, they sought to protect their finances by forming an official business corporation. In 
December of 1804, Cotting and Lowell, along with business associates James Lloyd, Benjamin 
Bussey, Rufus Greene Amory, Joshua Loring, John Loring, and Samuel Harris, applied to the 
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legislature for a corporate charter as the Broad Street Association, in consideration of “certain 
Wharves and flats lying on the Harbour . . . for the purpose of improving said land and laying out 
a spacious street.”343 The state assembly granted their charter on February 11, 1805.  
 Cotting, Lowell, and Amory had started acquiring land and properties along Battery 
March Street before securing corporate protections at the state level. They did not enter into a 
formal business partnership, but rather pursued these purchasing opportunities individually in 
anticipation of a future corporate charter. Beginning in the fall of 1803, and continuing until the 
fall of 1805, they individually purchased multiple properties on Battery March Street and nearby 
areas in the South End. First, the men approached a local property owner and offered to purchase 
his or her land. Once purchased, they divided the property into lots to be sold as subscriptions to 
members of the Broad Street Association. This strategy was part of a broader effort to 
consolidate Boston’s waterfront lands in the hands of a few men, and—by February of 1805—to 
protect these holdings under the auspices of the corporation. For example, in June 1804, Amory 
purchased a “mansion house” on Battery March Street from Robert Hallowell, “land on Fort 
Hill” from Isaac Davies, and a “wharf and appurtenances” from Thomas Kelby Jones for 
undisclosed sums. In September 1804, Amory sold “one undivided fifth part” of all this land to 
Otis for the miniscule sum of $1.344 Similarly, in June and September 1804, Cotting purchased an 
array of properties, including “wharves, land, and flats” along Battery March Street, “land and 
wharf situate at Oliver’s Dock,” and a “wharf and flats with a Coopers [sic] Shop . . . leading 
from Kilby Street to the water,” among many others. On September 4, 1804, Cotting sold 
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“fifteen undivided one hundredth parts of fifteen shares” in the amount of $15,000 to Harrison 
Gray Otis. As part of Otis’ purchase, Cotting also granted him “the benefit and interest . . . 
relative to . . . the intended new street,” Broad Street.345 Included in many of these transactions 
are references to water rights—a necessary acquisition for investors hoping to dock ships along 
the water’s edge.346 [Fig. 3.9] 
With a corporate charter secured, the Associates then sought to reap the benefits and 
priviledges of incorporation. For one, corporations had legal personhood, meaning they could 
sue or be sued, they could enter into contracts with other parties, and they could persist after the 
deaths of founding members. In other instances, corporations provided distinct governmental 
benefits, most notably the powers of eminent domain, added protection from nuisance suits, and 
limited liability to the value of the stock owner’s shares.347 Corporations effectively created 
“permanent, self-governing, autonomous communities of interest . . . specifically dedicated to 
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operating in a market for profit.”348 To establish a corporation, investors petitioned state 
legislatures for a charter and declared the “privileges” that they sought from the state. In 1805, 
the Broad Street Associates sought permission to purchase “the . . . Ship Yard, Wharves, Lands 
& appurtenances lying between Battery-March Street and State-Street” and the power “to lay out 
. . . Streets . . . to build walls to protect the [streets] from the Sea, & to erect buildings thereon.” 
Lastly, the Associates wished to “grant, sell, lease, exchange, or improve the property” as they 
pleased.349 
As legal historian Naomi Lamoreaux explains, states often justified corporate charters as 
“being in the interests of society as a whole.” States might require that a corporation provide 
some sort of service to the broader populace in return, such as undertaking a project that served 
the “public good.”350 In this period, it was not considered a conflict of interest if corporate 
investors also held positions in state or local office. Rather, supporters of corporate improvement 
welcomed the close ties between investors and politicians, arguing that the best-qualified and 
financially-stable members of society would advance projects to the public’s benefit.351 Many 
state legislatures attempted to stem the growth of corporations in the early republic by instituting 
                                               
 348 Robertson, America’s Business, 72. 
 
349 “January Session, 1804,” Acts and Laws of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, 67.  
 
350 Naomi R. Lamoreaux, “Scylla or Charybdis? Historical Reflections on Two Basic Problems of 
Corporate Governance,” The Business History Review 83, no. 1 (Spring 2009): 18-19. 
 
351 Omar Azfar and Charles A. Cadwell, Market-Augmenting Government: The Institutional Foundations 
for Prosperity (Ann Arbor, MI: The University of Michigan Press, 2003), 233; Frank Marshall Eastman, A Treatise 
on the Law Relating to Private Corporations in Pennsylvania 1 (Philadelphia, PA: George T. Bisel Company, 
1908), 3. By the 1830s, the broader populace had grown increasingly suspicious of the reigning philosophy that 
corporations should be founded only by those members of society with the best connections or the money to pay. 
Most states passed general incorporation laws “that made the right to form a corporation available to all” without the 
need for a state-sanctioned charter. Pennsylvania passed the first General Incorporation Act in 1791. New York 
created a general incorporation law that applied only to manufacturing companies in 1811, which expanded to 
include banking companies in 1838. In 1799, Massachusetts passed a general incorporation act that applied only to 
aqueduct companies. By 1829, Massachusetts “effectively guaranteed to charter any corporation that met the terms 
of the regulator statues long before it had general incorporation acts.”  
 
 142 
public good mandates that required that “a corporation prove its willingness ‘to seek charters 
based on [more than] simply the assets and reputation of individuals.’”352 In 1780, the 
Massachusetts state constitution declared that the state would only issue corporate charters for 
undertakings that served the broader public: “No man, nor corporation, or association of men, 
have any other title to obtain advantages . . . distinct from those of the community, than what 
arises from the consideration of services rendered to the public.”353  The Broad Street 
Associates’ corporate charter explicitly mentioned the investors’ desire to improve the waterfront 
in such a way “which will be conducive to public Accommodation.”354 
The Broad Street Associates and, later, the Proprietors of India Wharf, occupied a distinct 
place in America’s economic development at the state and local level after the American 
Revolution. In the 1780s and 1790s, cities throughout North America confronted not only their 
newfound political and economic independence from Great Britain, but also a dramatic rise in 
the number of corporations formed to bolster national and local infrastructure. Eighty percent of 
corporations granted in the eighteenth century were chartered in the 1790s.355 Highway 
companies, established to support inland navigation and the construction of toll bridges and 
turnpikes, made up a two-thirds majority of these corporate charters. Financial corporations, such 
as banking and insurance companies, followed closely behind at twenty percent of the total. Next 
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came public service companies, such as water supply companies, at ten percent. And finally, 
business corporations in manufacturing, mining, agriculture, land, and commerce, comprised less 
than four percent. In the first decade of the nineteenth century, thousands of corporations were 
chartered across the United States.356 The New England region was a leader in the issuing of 
corporate charters, boasting sixty percent of this overall total.357  
Massachusetts led the way in corporate development; “virtually all the commonwealth’s 
banks, insurance companies, and manufacturing enterprises” were corporate entities.358 As 
historian Pauline Maier has summarized, Massachusetts’s “‘greater propensity to multiple 
corporations than anywhere else’ compelled jurists to confront and resolve problems in corporate 
law at a relatively early date.” In the 1790s, the Massachusetts legislature issued over 200 acts of 
incorporation. These charters included charters for banks, manufacturing companies, insurance 
companies, mills, and proposals for bridges, canals, sluiceways, waterworks, and turnpikes. 
Maier argues that the Massachusetts legislature embraced corporations as a way to “enlist or 
encourage” wealthy individuals to improve public facilities, without having to levy a burden on 
tax payers. “That a particular venture would benefit the private estates of individuals,” she 
asserts, “seems to have been of no concern. . . as long as the public’s welfare was also served.”359 
Simultaneously, the nation confronted its colonial-era legacy of municipal corporations—
charters granted by the British crown that granted some city governments control over various 
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aspects of local affairs, such as the purchase and sale of property, the ability to carry out trade, 
and sometimes, the ability to levy taxes to pay for public initiatives.360 In the colonial period, 
municipal corporations controlled both Philadelphia and New York; each granted its respective 
city distinct powers that profoundly shaped the built environment and infrastructural 
improvement of these early ports.  
In 1701, William Penn signed a series of municipal charters, including the Charter of 
Privileges and the Philadelphia Charter, which established the city’s official political structure. 
These charters allowed the government to act as a legal body, assuming many powers similar to 
those sought by business corporations in the early-national period, such as the right to sue and be 
sued, the use of a common seal that served as a legal signature, and the ability to hold, purchase, 
or sell property.361 Philadelphia’s municipal corporation was “closed,” meaning that William 
Penn appointed the earliest political leaders—a mayor, a recorder, eight aldermen, and twelve 
common councilors—who then appointed their successors. Historian Jessica Choppin Roney 
argues the municipal corporation lacked an “effective system to deal with local infrastructure and 
services,” such as street maintenance or the regulation of public space. It could not tax residents 
to raise revenues for public purposes. Though in 1706, some freemen petitioned the council to 
enact laws to “repair streets and wharves, regulate buildings, control stray animals and 
slaughterhouses, suppress vice, and levy taxes,” the Assembly never followed through on these 
demands.362 Revenue came instead through membership fees paid to the corporation by freemen; 
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rents the corporation earned from leasing public market stalls; and fees paid by non-residents to 
dock at public wharves. To front the capital for social services, such as poor relief and education, 
Philadelphians instead turned to religious societies, including the Quakers and Methodists. To 
fund city services such as street paving and wharves, they turned to wealthy merchants and 
businessmen to execute these projects on an ad-hoc basis.363  
Following the American Revolution, Philadelphians, fed up with inadequate public 
services and control over their city officials, abolished their colonial-era charter and the 
municipal corporation. In 1776, they drafted a petition signed by 1,400 citizens who asserted that 
cities “flourished or declined in direct proportion as they have been freed from or fettered by 
incorporation.”364 They replaced the colonial charter in 1789 with a new document that allowed 
the people to elect the Aldermen and the Councilors and gave these city officers control over 
poor relief and street maintenance. The city continued to rely on its individual merchant-elites to 
oversee improvement initiatives along the waterfront.365 
New York could trace its municipal roots to the issuance of the Dongan Charter in 1686. 
This charter established the municipal corporation of New York City, including the offices of 
mayor, alderman, and the electorate.366 It granted “inhabitants” of six city wards the right to elect 
many of their municipal office holders, including an alderman and a constable.367 The Royal 
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Governor appointed the corporation’s top officials, including the mayor, coroner, and secretary. 
Under the Dongan Charter, the Common Council had full authority “to make Laws, Orders, 
Ordinances, & Constitutions,” for New York City. It could lay streets, sell public lands, collect 
trash, and erect new buildings. 
The ratification of the Montgomerie Charter in 1730 not only confirmed the rights 
established under the Dongan Charter, but also expanded those rights to include the corporation’s 
“estate.” This term encompassed an array of properties and property rights, including ownership 
over City Hall, municipal markets, docks, wharves, and bridges; authority over all “waste and 
common land” in Manhattan; and control of all land around the island of Manhattan to the low 
water mark. The municipal corporation also had jurisdiction over the Brooklyn Heights and Red 
Hook waterfronts. New York’s municipal corporation could enact laws for “the good rule and 
government of the body corporate,” such as those dictating local needs like street paving or the 
regulation of businesses. It could also establish courts, erect jails, collect fines, and administer 
punishments. Unlike Philadelphia, New York could tax its inhabitants directly.368 
In New York the “freemen”—a sweeping category that encompassed any “art, trade, 
mystery, or occupation”—enjoyed voting rights. These men ranged from wealthy merchants, 
lawyers, landowners, and businessmen, to more modest tradesmen, including carpenters, 
mariners, tavern keepers, and laborers. All freemen were responsible for “contributing to all 
manner of charges within this City,” including paying taxes and responding to summonses. 
Though freemen were responsible for contributing to the corporation, they did not enjoy the 
benefit of accessing the corporation’s vast real estate holdings. Instead, as we have seen in earlier 
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chapters, the corporation preferred to dole out access to undeveloped plots of land and the city’s 
much-coveted “water lots” to the highest bidder—granting the city’s merchant and propertied 
classes a level of authority over the waterfront not accessible to ordinary individuals. This 
“mixed corporation,” described by historian Hendrik Hartog as “a corporate body with a 
combination of public and private powers,” allowed the Common Council to depend on the 
wealthiest and most socially and politically connected of its freemen to advocate and undertake 
projects most “beneficial” to the city’s future success.369 By the early nineteenth century, the 
tradition of the city’s leading property holders pushing for infrastructural improvements on a 
case-by-case basis, created an environment where efforts to improve and develop New York’s 
streets and shoreline were largely piecemeal and undertaken by the wealthiest property holders. 
As previously discussed in regard to yellow fever amelioration, this piecemeal construction led 
to a series of infrastructural consequences, including public health concerns. 
Boston’s government did not conform to the municipal-corporation model. Instead, it 
held town meetings where “qualified voters gathered periodically to make decisions.” Boards of 
Selectmen, Health, and Overseers of the Poor managed the city’s municipal services and served 
without pay. Every eligible voter had a say in the town’s governance.370 Throughout the 
eighteenth century, Bostonians remained firmly attached to the town meeting structure. When 
some residents pushed to incorporate city government between 1784 and 1792, they were met 
with outrage. Over 1,200 men marched on Faneuil Hall, calling the measure an “assault on their 
liberties and privileges.”371 The city’s wealthiest men had held positions of authority in Boston 
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since its earliest days—a tradition that continued into the early-national period.372 But many 
residents of more modest means believed that the town meeting mitigated this elite power.373 
Instead, when it came to advancing infrastructural projects, the Board of Selectmen, and later the 
state legislature, based its support for the collective financing of local improvements on the long-
standing precedent by which local governments granted joint-stock privileges to groups of 
merchants wishing to undertake an improvement. As such, the Broad Street Associates and 
Proprietors of India Wharf could look to previous business and legal precedents to support their 
desires to incorporate and improve the harbor.  
Though corporations had a long-standing presence in America’s financial and 
infrastructural landscape, they did not escape criticism. When it came to the proliferation of post-
Revolutionary corporate charters, politicians and the public voiced concerns that these ventures 
put the social, economic, and political interests of a select few ahead of the needs of the people—
some of the very threats, they argued, that the Revolution had fought to counteract.374 In cities 
across America, politicians and common citizens protested what they viewed as the anti-
democratic nature and exclusivity of corporations. Their rhetoric was infused with the 
ideological and political philosophies that separated Federalists and Jeffersonians. Critics noted 
that state legislatures tended to grant corporate charters to members of their own political circles. 
This was especially significant in Federalist Boston. An editorial in the Republican newspaper, 
The Independent Chronicle, chided the large-scale developments initiated by “a few chattering 
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lawyers in combination with men who are able to monopolize every dollar in the banks.” These 
men, the editorial asserted, “will henceforth generate project after project . . . and under a pretend 
act of generosity will eventually bear down every opposition to their plans.”375 Workers across 
American cities echoed these concerns. One group of New York mechanics stated:  
[I]ncorporations imply a privilege given to one order of citizens that others do not 
enjoy, and are so far destructive of the principle of equal liberty that should subsist 
in every community. . . The State, instead of being a community of free citizens . . 
. may become a community of corporations influenced by partial views . . . 
composing an aristocracy destructive to the Constitution and independence of the 
State.376  
 
 Debates over how to construct the ideal city formed the heart of attempts to refashion 
urban areas in the early decades of the nineteenth century. When it came time to determine what 
the ideal city should look like, tensions between the elite and the community often undermined 
this shared sense of purpose and “evolved into a struggle between private rights and the public 
good.”377 Nowhere was this more apparent than in Boston, where merchant- and political-elites 
deemed themselves the best representatives of the community.378 The Broad Street Associates’ 
attachment to the corporate form could be read as an attempt to use the mechanisms of the state 
to advance their own material goals—a relationship not necessarily viewed as a conflict of 
interest in the early republic. Yet, their efforts to frame their project as a step towards “public 
Accommodation” may also be read as an attempt to mediate a variety of opposing viewpoints 
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while gaining state support. In 1805, with corporate status secured, the Broad Street Associates 
formally consolidated their individual holdings, totaling $114,000.379   
As the project continued, the Associates soon realized that they would need to call upon 
the state to help them forge ahead with construction. In 1805 the remaining private-property 
owners along Battery March Street refused to sell their homes and businesses to the corporation. 
In March, Cotting and Amory appeared before the Town Selectmen (whose chairman was none 
other than architect Charles Bulfinch), to request the Board of Selectmen’s assistance “in 
obtaining by the mode pointed out by law [eminent domain], such pieces of property either of 
land or building . . . they had not been able to procure [and] were necessary” to build Broad 
Street and India Street.380 The following week, the Associates reported that they had been unable 
to “agree upon terms” with three remaining property owners: “Mr. Roby for his land and 
buildings, with the Guardians and Heirs of Cushing for . . . their land & building” and “with Mr. 
Ezra Whitney” for a building he leased on Central Wharf. Mr. Roby and Cushing’s heirs 
attempted to negotiate with the Associates “respecting their land & buildings,” but the Associates 
refused to accept their terms. Instead, they presented these property holders with copies of their 
incorporation papers and called upon the Town Selectmen “to proceed according to law in 
opening the street.”381 Confrontations with these small property owners continued into the 
spring. Ezra Whitney protested “the inconveniences he should sustain by the moving of his 
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building.” But, ultimately, Otis convinced Whitney to transfer his lease to the Broad Street 
Associates in April.382  
In June, Otis, Lloyd, and other Associates appeared again before the Town Selectmen, 
this time asking the Board “to remove the Buildings . . . which obstruct the Street” and to offer 
“compensation for damages.”383  The Board agreed to hire workmen and to notify the owners 
and occupants of the buildings along Battery March Street of the Association’s intent to “remove 
the obstructions in the street.”384 The Associates remained responsible for all expenses related to 
“taking down & removing Buildings.”385 To protect itself from incurring any expenses, the 
Board of Selectmen took out a bond from the Broad Street Association with a penalty of 
$20,000. The Selectmen issued a public announcement notifying “the Owners & Occupants of 
the Wharffs [sic] & Buildings” that “Workmen will . . . remove all Buildings & obstructions” 
beginning on Monday, July 8, 1805.386  
The Broad Street Associates worked from improvement plans, probably sketched by 
Bulfinch, which indicated the properties and property owners that stood in the path of 
development. They brought these plans to meetings with the Town Selectmen and they used 
these plans to identify and convince specific property owners to sell their lots and buildings to 
the corporation.387 Samuel Wheelwright found his property enmeshed in the Broad Street 
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improvement in the spring of 1804. Cotting promised Wheelwright that if the Broad Street 
Associates could run Broad Street “in and over [his] land and estate,” Wheelwright could “make 
first choice” of purchasing an improved parcel of land for a store when construction was 
finished.388 A sketch found in the Otis papers shows the proposed route for Broad Street slicing 
diagonally through Wheelwright’s property. [Fig. 3.10] The Associates had a development plan 
that would refashion the landscape, regardless of the structures that stood in their way.  
By the summer of 1805, workers had cleared the preexisting buildings along Battery 
March Street and the Associates turned their attention to building the stores. Though no 
construction contracts for these buildings exist, historian Nancy Seasholes has argued that that it 
is “reasonable to assume . . . that [construction] was done in the same way [as on India 
Wharf]”—by building a stone sea wall along the outer perimeter of Broad Street and filling the 
inside area with earth.389 The Broad Street Associates invested $211,168 on the landfill and 
construction of the stores.390  
Along these streets, Bulfinch designed mixed-use stores to provide refined spaces for 
shopping and business, with decorative details that reflected their elevated status and use. Built 
of brick, four and five stories tall, forty-feet high by twenty-feet wide by forty-feet deep, and 
trimmed with a “row of Marble ribbon,” the Broad and India Street stores refashioned the 
harbor-side landscape of early-national Boston.391 While the stores on Broad Street catered to the 
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widest clientele and offered the most diverse range of goods and services, the stores on India 
Street catered to mercantile and maritime professions. Shoppers on Broad Street encountered the 
latest fineries from around the world, with stores selling English, French, German, West Indian, 
and Cantonese goods. Here, shoppers could frequent hairdressers, tailors, hat makers, and 
grocers. On India Street, coopers, sail makers, pump and block makers, ship chandlers, and cargo 
inspectors filled the stores, most often visited by sailors, merchants, ships’ captains and other 
maritime workers. “The east side of it is crowded with vessels,” remarked a Boston resident in 
1817. “The buildings . . . front the water and are constructed in a similar style with those on 
Broad Street.”392 [Appendix A] 
Bulfinch, presumably with input from the Broad Street Associates, designed the Broad 
and India Street stores to incorporate three functions: ground floor retail, second story offices, 
and upper-story storage space. In this regard, the buildings were an extension of the key labors 
and activities that defined the early-national port landscape: the movement of goods in and out of 
warehouses and shops, the purchasing power of Boston’s middling and upper classes, and the 
elevated status of merchant business activity on Boston’s waterfront. Each building was divided 
in half into two distinct spaces, with separate entranceway for each occupant. Customers entered 
the ground-floor retail space through double doors. Window shoppers could ogle the goods for 
sale through large multi-pane windows that provided both natural light to the interior of the 
space and a prominent location to display goods for passersby. Each building had a “Wheel and 
Ropes” fixed on the exterior “for hoisting and lowering goods.” Inside, “scuttles” and 
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“hatchways” allowed laborers to load and unload goods without impeding foot-traffic.393 
Shopkeepers, merchants, and clerks had private access to their offices on the second floor 
through an exterior doorway. They approached their “convenient” counting rooms in the front 
portion of the second story by a set of “plank stairs.” These rooms were “completely finished—
with Dado boards & moulding, Plastered walls, paper, [and] paint” and boasted a “Fire Place and 
Chimney.”394 
Some of these buildings still stand in present-day Boston; 68 Broad Street is the best 
documented. Situated on the corner of Broad and Customs House Street, 68 Broad Street retains 
many of its original features, allowing historians to understand how merchants, laborers, and 
consumers encountered this space in the early nineteenth century. The structure is built of 
Flemish-bond brick, painted red, and topped with a slate roof. Red sandstone belt-courses divide 
the ground, the first, and the upper stories. The present-day street level now obscures a granite 
base course that would have once run along the building’s foundation. Bulkheads that once sat 
beneath ground floor windows have been bricked over. In 1935, the Historic American Buildings 
Survey documented this structure’s original twelve-over-twelve pane sash windows. Today, 
these windows have been replaced by six-over-six pane sashes but retain their original stone 
lintels. The front, or Broad Street, elevation features the original double-door shop entrances and 
the single-door merchant entrance. One of those single doors has been replaced by a modern 
entryway. [Fig. 3.11] 
As workers continued to build the Broad Street stores in the summer and fall of 1805, 
construction also began on the monumental block of stores atop India Wharf. By the winter of 
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1806, Cotting and Lowell once again sought a corporate charter from the state legislature. This 
time they sought to establish a corporation called the Proprietors of India Wharf.”395 In their 
request, they noted that they already owned the “Wharf . . . near Batterymarch-street [sic]” and 
that they had begun to build the monumental block of thirty-two stores—the capstone of the 
project. The legislature granted their charter in early 1807.396 When completed in 1808, the India 
Wharf building towered above any building ever-before constructed in Boston. Seven stories at 
the center and five stories on the wings, the structure stretched 850 feet along the length of the 
1,340-foot wharf and held between twenty-eight and thirty-four stores.397 The ground floor held 
shops and businesses, the second story held merchant offices, and the remaining upper stories 
held storage space. The total cost of work on the wharf and warehouses was $84,779.98.398 
Bulfinch oriented India Wharf toward the harbor—the direction from which all 
international cargo, merchants, ships’ captains, and mariners would enter the city. Nineteenth-
century photographs illustrate the building’s massive size and decorative details. The north 
façade faced Long Wharf and featured a long range of stores and a monumental central pediment 
with the words “India Wharf” carved prominently onto a wooden sign. On the bottom floor, 
mariners and merchants had easy access to the ships tethered at the docks. They stored the goods 
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in the upper floors. Boston’s most esteemed merchants occupied the counting rooms in the center 
of the structure; from their perch, they could overlook these dockside activities. The wharf’s 
central pediment gestured to the form of the classical column (the passageway was the base, the 
storage spaces formed the shaft, and the merchants’ spaces created the pediment).399 [Figs. 3.12 
and 3.13] 
 The east façade faced the harbor and was the most expensively decorated with marble 
belt-courses and lintels dividing the stories and defining windows and doors. Four marble 
window-arches gestured to three merchant counting rooms on the first story. The east façade 
echoed the building’s central pediment with its tri-partite arrangement of doors and windows. 
The building reflected the realities of the harbor-side location, despite Bulfinch’s elevated design 
intentions. Though the structure’s design attempted bilateral symmetry—the equal placement of 
doors, windows, and storerooms on either side of the central pediment—each store varied 
slightly in the placement of fenestration and interior dimensions, with no two walls exactly 
parallel. The building’s western edge sat askew to the street.400 Unfortunately, it’s impossible to 
undertake an extensive study of the building’s south-end, as no drawn evidence remains. We can 
surmise from photographs, however, that the south façade appeared very much like the north 
façade, as it was bisected by the central passageway and the interior arrangement of counting 
rooms on this side was mostly symmetrical.  
By December 1807, the majority of the stores on India Wharf had sold for prices between 
$7,000 and $15,000. These stores went to some of Boston’s leading merchants, including 
Andrew Cabot, Thomas Perkins, Israel Thorndike, Thomas Wigglesworth, Henry Oxnard, 
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Joseph Lee, and the firm Stephen Higginson & Company. Even Lowell and Cotting moved their 
merchant offices to India Wharf.401  
It appears that overall the Broad Street, India Street, and India Wharf venture was 
successful. By 1805, the Broad Street Associates had sold 148 lots on Broad Street out of a total 
of 195 lots.402 In March 1807, Otis recorded that the expenditures for the project totaled 
$211,168.60; that gross income from the sale of the retail stores along Broad Street was 
$328,460.95; and that the Associates had realized a profit of fifty-five percent.403 And the profits 
kept coming. By 1819, the Broad Street Associates had net an additional $200,000 through 
mortgage and rent payments.404 [Fig. 3.14] 
But all was not rosy for the Proprietors, Associates, and their property owners. As the 
Broad Street, India Street, and India Wharf project continued, protests over the waterfront’s 
development emerged from both elite and common citizens over which corporate bodies, 
property owners, and every-day individuals could claim access to this region of the city. Three 
key protests—from competing waterfront corporations, from merchants and laborers who owned 
or built property in the venture, and from local real property owners fed up with continued 
construction—demonstrated how early-national Bostonians responded to the continued 
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improvement efforts in their midst. These responses gestured to larger debates in early-national 
America over which segments of society should have access to waterfront resources.   
 The first concerted efforts to protest the Broad Street Association emerged in 1806 when 
the Associates began to build India Street and the India Street stores. First, the Associates 
planned to build a sea wall and a “straight wharf” along a stretch of shoreline between Long 
Wharf and India Wharf. Workers would demolish the individual wharves that graced the 
shoreline. They would replace them with a harbor-side street that extended farther out into the 
water. Stores would line the street’s western edge, while ships would dock along the straight 
wharf on the street’s eastern edge. The area slated for construction is shown in its preliminary 
stage in Osgood Carleton’s 1805 Plan of Boston. [Fig. 3.15]  
 The India Street proposal immediately met with opposition from the Proprietors of Long 
Wharf—the corporation, first established in 1710 and formally incorporated in 1772, whose 
members owned shares in the buildings on Long Wharf. The Proprietors of Long Wharf argued 
that the straight wharf on India Street would “run east of the supposed circular line.”405 In 1673, 
the Town Selectmen had demarcated the “circular line” boundary to set limits on wharf length 
and the amount of space available for docking ships—a policy intended to curb competition 
between colonial wharf owners.406 For nearly a century, Long Wharf had enjoyed the privilege of 
being the only wharf to exceed the limits of the circular line. In 1806, the Proprietors of Long 
Wharf protested the construction of India Street because it infringed on their long-standing 
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privilege.407  The Proprietors held a commanding share of the harbor—a position, they feared, 
with which India Wharf would compete. 
 Otis jumped to the legal defense of the Broad Street Associates, dismissing the 
Proprietors as men full of “jealous apprehensions” with an “interest to agitate.” He wrote to the 
Town Selectmen to “beg their attention . . . not to interfere” with construction along India Street. 
Initially, the Proprietors argued that the Associates were infringing on the common right of 
“property in public rivers, habours [sic] or coves.” However, Otis was quick to point out that, 
like the Broad Street Associates, the Proprietors of Long Wharf were a private corporation, thus 
their efforts to argue on behalf of the public aimed “to create a bias in a merely private 
controversy; whereby those [public] rights are in no measure affected.” In true lawyerly fashion, 
Otis presented a variety of legal precedents and offered his own opinion about the role of 
corporate development on the waterfront:  
[T]he blame cannot be attached to . . . the Broad Street Association . . . It may 
happen that an encroachment upon a public right may be really beneficial to a town. 
In such a case . . . can it then be pretended that filling up a filthy dock in the manner 
proposed by the Association is an injury to the Town? . . . Would you not have 
more land and better water & wharves? If so, why should the [Selectmen] interfere? 
Let individuals apply to the Public beneficiaries to indicate the public rights; & let 
them prosecute their private rights in their own names.   
 
Otis added that the Massachusetts legislature had long ago “granted [individual property owners] 
the whole space of flats to be improved for wharves and docks.” Since the Broad Street 
Associates had purchased this region from individual property owners and had also acquired 
their water rights, it effectively “put an end to all pretense” of a legal claim set forth by the 
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Proprietors.408 The Selectmen ruled in favor of the Broad Street Association and they were 
allowed to continue building.  
 This clash between the Proprietors of Long Wharf and the Broad Street Associates 
exemplified a broader debate in early-national cities about the role that private entities should 
play in developing property occupied and used by a wide swath of society. This conflict can be 
read as a push to exert one form of private ownership over another, with the Proprietors of Long 
Wharf seeking to maintain the status quo and their monopoly access to the waterfront. As 
previously discussed, the Proprietors of Long Wharf had enjoyed a monopoly right since 1710 to 
be the sole wharf allowed to extend that far into the harbor. Though Long Wharf may have 
enjoyed that monopoly for nearly a century, the construction of India Street gestured to moment 
in which many legal were being challenged and overturned in order to support new growth and 
improvement.409 Overall, the clash between the Proprietors of Long Wharf and the Broad Street 
Associates reflects the Broad Street Associate’s rationale for improving the waterfront. Privately 
designed, financed, and constructed improvements would be of service to the town, regardless of 
whose pocketbook they filled.   
 The Broad Street Associates also encountered pushback from merchants and laborers 
with whom they had contracted to build. Flooding basements, sagging walls, and other 
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construction failures revealed that the finished properties were not what had been promised. In 
1808, as the Associates sold the final range of stores on India Wharf—the wedge-shaped block to 
the wharf’s western edge—Cotting found buyer Francis Welsh and master builder Ephraim 
Harrington difficult to impress.410 Cotting offered to sell Welsh two corner store-lots on India 
Wharf for $5,300. Welsh was skeptical of Cotting’s promise of sturdy foundations, especially 
when built on landfill. He was concerned that his basements would regularly flood at high tide. 
Cotting assured him that the foundation had been “boxed in a sufficient manner to prevent the 
tide water from flowing in and that [Welsh] should have no trouble with the tide water after . . . 
building.” Cotting added that though “back water & rain water” might seep into the basements 
occasionally, Welsh could “warrant out the tide water” and be confident in his purchase. 
But Welsh sought a second opinion and approached the project’s master builder, Ephraim 
Harrington, “to know his terms for building” and to ask his opinion about the risk of a flooded 
basement. When Welsh observed that Harrington’s initial price was too expensive, the master 
builder replied he had based his price on the fact that Welsh would indeed “be troubled with tide 
water.” Harrington had experienced a similar problem when “digging & laying the trench walls 
for a store he was then building” on India Street. In response, Welsh approached Cotting again 
for his assurance. Cotting “repeated nearly the same words . . . respecting the tide waters” and 
promised the builder “that the tide water should not trouble him.” With Cotting’s oath, 
Harrington agreed to build Welsh’s stores for $6,000. 
But almost immediately upon digging the basements, Harrington found the lot was 
“inundated with tide water.” He fell behind in his work and was unable to finish construction 
“within the time mentioned in his contract” with Francis Welsh. Welsh grew frustrated with 
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Harrington. “I do not think he proceeded so judiciously as he might have done,” he recalled. “I 
frequently thought him rather negligent.” Harrington suffered great “embarrassment & loss of 
credit” and could not pay for workmen and materials. In response, Harrington sued Cotting for 
damages in the amount of $3,000, claiming that Cotting had deliberately misled him “to induce 
him to build.” 
Despite Harrington’s efforts the court sided with Cotting, arguing Harrington’s troubles 
with tide water stemmed from his negligence on the job, rather than any unsavory business 
practices on Cotting’s part.411 To put an end to the proceedings, Cotting paid Harrington $150. 
He wrote of the court proceedings in a letter to Francis Cabott Lowell. “Last fall I was sued by 
our little mason, Ephraim Harrington,” Cotting wrote. “Harrington . . . was not satisfied and 
[demanded] to have another trial.” Cotting paid him an additional $70 rather than deal with the 
“trouble” of another day in court.412 With little political power to challenge the Associates’ 
suspect contracts, artisans, including Harrington, attempted to appeal to the courts to exact some 
control over the waterfront’s development. However, these efforts were largely futile as the 
Associates’ social and economic status afforded them a level of security far beyond what was 
available to Boston’s everyday citizens. Corporate protections ensured that the Associates’ 
business successes and failures were largely immune from the legal backlash of local residents.  
Criticism of the Broad Street Associates also emerged from the economic uncertainties of 
the first decade of the nineteenth century.  In July 1806, Francis Cabot Lowell received a stern 
warning that the Associates’ real estate ventures might be imperiled by the current economic 
climate. Lowell’s brother John cautioned him against “extend[ing himself] too far in real estate.” 
                                               
411 Above text quoted from Deposition of Francis Welsh, [undated] box 6, folder 6.13, FCL, MHS. 
 
 412 Uriah Cotting to Francis Cabot Lowell, May 4, 1811, box 6, folder 6.13, FCL, MHS. 
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He wrote, “I hear from . . . Boston, that a very great deal of distress prevails many [in] 
commercial parts.” A “multiplication of banks” across the Commonwealth had led to a surplus of 
paper currency, lower exchange rates, and a distrust of credit—all elements that could negatively 
impact a merchant and his investments. With the Broad Street Associates forging ahead with 
their construction plans, they were at a heightened risk of running into financial trouble if “any 
public event, such as a war, or a general stoppage of small banks . . . affect[ed] the ability of the 
best men in the community.” Economic distress might threaten the real estate market and 
prohibit individuals from buying property or paying their bills. “It is time,” Lowell advised, “to 
pause & look to one’s safety.” “It’s much better,” he counseled, “in rich times to do less, & do it 
more securely,” for “persons in the vortex are not so apt to see the motions of those around them, 
or at least not think of them as coolly as others.” In perilous economic times, “people always 
respect those who have the good sense & dignity to conform their situation.”413 
Lowell’s letter proved an apt premonition. The following year President Thomas 
Jefferson signed into law the Embargo Act halting American trade with Great Britain and France 
during the Napoleonic Wars. Economic restraints, which attempted to force foreign powers to 
respect American neutrality and shipping, ultimately had the opposite effect and devastated trade 
at home. For its duration, “foreign trade dropped to almost nothing.”414 In Boston, the Embargo 
Act was met with anger from the city’s Federalist coalition. “What is to be the duration of this 
embargo?” one editorial asked:  
This is in everybody’s mouth. It is not a temporary expedient to secure our trades 
from falling into the hands of the enemy. It is a . . . RUINOUS plan . . . a 
permanent system of coercion, in which we are to try, as MR. JEFFERSON says, 
                                               
413 John Lowell to Francis Cabot Lowell, July 29, 1805, box 5, folder 5.1, FCL, MHS. 
 
414 Benjamin W. Labarre, “The Search for Recovery: New England Outports After the War of 1812, 
Newburyport as a Case Study,” in Massachusetts and the New Nation, 57. 
 164 
[to] be the proudest and most patient. Now the only  question is, who will be the 
greatest sufferers.415 
  
The Embargo affected segments of Boston’s merchant population differently. Its impact 
on mercantile businesses correlated most closely with a merchant’s independent or corporate 
property holdings. For the small independent merchants along Wheeler’s Point on Boston Neck, 
“the melancholy period” of embargo meant that “large ships and vessels” floated aimlessly “at 
these wharves in such numbers, that their sun burnt masts, stripped of their [sails], exhibited the 
appearance of a forest . . . deprived of their foliage.”416 However, the Embargo did not have the 
same effect on the merchant-entrepreneurs engaged in the construction of India Wharf. Despite 
the trade stoppages of the Embargo Act, the Broad Street Associates and Proprietors of India 
Wharf performed well that year, cushioned by sales before the embargo went into effect in 
December of 1807.417  
Yet the Embargo Act may have lowered the public’s willingness to purchase stores and 
warehouses along India Wharf—prompting the Associates to turn to the press to advertise stores 
for sale. In October of 1807, the Democrat reported that a “capital store and house lots . . . in 
Broad Street and India wharf” would be sold at public auction. The ad spoke to both the 
“capitalist and the man of business,” who were equipped to navigate the present state of the 
market, noting, “it presents the means of investing money in a property, which, in periods of 
prosperity must be the first to rise, and in disastrous times, the last to decline in value.”  Broad 
Street and India Wharf real estate would remain “in any state of things . . . the most durably 
                                               
415 “Embargo: Mr. Jefferson’s Expose, Ruinous,” New-England Palladium, January 1, 1808.  
 
416 Local Sketches No. 5, Boston Intelligencer, March 14, 1818. 
 
417 Schedule of Notes and Debts Due to the Broad Street Association, reel 4, HGO, MHS; Seasholes, 
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valuable.” For those persons strapped for cash, the ad continued, “highly liberal terms of credit 
will be given.”418 
 By the second decade of the nineteenth century, members of the Broad Street Associates 
and the Proprietors of India Wharf turned their attention to other corporate land-making efforts in 
Boston. Cotting, Lowell, and James Lloyd Junior set their sights on Sea Street to the south of 
India Wharf. They purchased land and proposed to extend Sea Street across the harbor with a 
“cobb wharf”—a structure set atop a stretch of solid earth and stone that could also serve as a 
street. The Sea Street Bridge, as the project was called, provoked criticism from longstanding 
residents. While some people criticized the project for its fanciful aspirations—comparing it to 
the Tower of Babel—other property owners had more practical concerns.419 They argued that the 
Sea Street Bridge would entirely block their access to the harbor. The spatial relationship 
between Sea Street and the Boston Neck can be clearly seen in a detail from John Hale’s Map of 
1814, in which wharves along Boston Neck are barred access to the harbor. [Fig. 3.16]  
These property owners, fed up with continued private development, took matters into 
their own hands. In September of 1810, three wharf owners—Daniel Baxter, Joel Smith, and 
Jacob Ellis—arranged for a mob of “about seventy men” to congregate on Sea Street. “Armed 
with crowbars [and] axes,” these men “cut . . . the [Sea Street] wharf to pieces & set the timber 
adrift.” Baxter, Smith, and Ellis also attempted to sue Cotting, Lowell, and Lloyd, calling the 
project a “nuisance,” but they lost their case. Cotting responded with a counter-suit for riot, “but 
                                               
418 “Capital Store and House Lots,” The Democrat, October 17, 1807.  
 
 419 “Wheeler’s Point, South Boston,” The Repertory, May 25, 1804. Cotting, Lowell, and Lloyd were not 
the first developers in Boston to suggest a means of connecting the South End to South Boston by way of Sea Street 
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the most discouraging circumstance is a few verses in the eleventh Chapter of Genesis [the Tower of Babel].” 
 
 166 
[the property owners] were acquitted.”420 Though Baxter, Smith, and Ellis did not succeed in 
court, they seem to have succeeded in stalling the project’s completion. As late as 1818, Boston 
newspapers wrote of “the long contemplated Bridge . . . from Sea-street” that had been partially 
built across the harbor. The press recalled how “the prejudice and conflicting interests of land 
holders at the south part of the town” had prevented its completion.421 Despite the wharf owners’ 
inability to seek recourse through the courts, the abandonment of the Sea Street scheme offered a 
bit of hope to individuals opposed to further corporate development. The debate over the 
development of Boston’s waterfront had evolved into a debate over who could claim access to 
local resources.  
In the wake of Uriah Cotting’s death in 1819, Americans along the eastern seaboard 
discussed the impact of the Broad Street, India Street, and India Wharf project on the city’s built 
environment. In newspapers from New Hampshire to Washington, D.C., Cotting’s obituaries 
explored the impact of waterfront corporations on the American landscape. It was clear, these 
writers argued, that waterfront corporations had advanced a new vision of American modernity 
in which wealthy financiers sought to place American port cities at the center of a global 
economy. Boston’s corporate entrepreneurs went to great lengths to acquire private property, 
secure buyers for their new stores and warehouses, and refashion the waterfront landscape into 
one of neoclassical grandeur and economic efficiency. As the Washington newspaper The 
National Intelligencer remarked, they “consider[ed] the richness of the material,” alongside the 
“architectural grandeur.” They “combined utility with ornament, and afforded scope for the 
                                               
420 Uriah Cotting to Francis Cabot Lowell, May 4, 1811, box 6, folder 6.10, FCL, MHS. 
 
421 “Local Sketches, No. 4,” Boston Intelligencer, March 7, 1818. 
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various and successful employment of the capital of [their] contemporaries.” In the end, Boston’s 
corporate waterfront developers “triumphed over all obstacles.”   
 Or had they? Their efforts to radically reconfigure the streets, buildings, and wharves 
along the harbor generated contention among displaced residents who responded by rioting and 
tearing down the very structures that caused their plight. “The elements [and] the ignorance of 
agents and other causes, conspired to defeat the scheme,” remarked The National Intelligencer, 
alluding to the ordinary citizens of Boston. Their personal encounters with the Broad Street 
Associates and Proprietors of India Wharf caused them to question whether these improvements 
were truly for the public good.  
The story of Uriah Cotting and the Broad Street Associates’ “triumph” is a complicated 
one. When Cotting’s obituary proclaimed that he had “done for [Boston] . . . what Pericles 
effected for Athens,” the article referenced a city in which those at the height of the social and 
political hierarchy attempted to dictate a built vision for those below.422 In the decades to come, 
however, Boston’s ordinary sorts returned to the streets and buildings adjacent to the waterfront 
to take up residence in the allies, back rooms, and basements of the South End, including the 
stores along Broad Street, India Street, and India Wharf. Here, they enacted their own 
understanding of how the waterfront should function and the people its spaces should serve. 
  
                                               






Fig. 3.1 This late-nineteenth-century photograph of India Wharf shows the monumental wharf 
building and neoclassical central pediment. (Photograph. “General view from north west, India 
Wharf Stores, 306-308 Atlantic Avenue.” Historic American Buildings Survey [before 1868]. 
Library of Congress.) 
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Fig. 3.2 In the late eighteenth century a collection of wooden wharves dominated Boston’s south 
end. Merchant corporations replaced the stretch of harbor-front between Long Wharf and 
Rowe’s Wharf with corporately-financed wharves, warehouses, and street networks. (Map by 




Fig. 3.3 This detail from John Hale’s 1814 map of Boston, shows the region of Boston’s South 
End waterfront following development by the Broad Street Associates and the Proprietors of 
India Wharf. (Map by John G. Hale. “Map of Boston in the State of Massachusetts.” [1814]. 
Library of Congress.) 
 
 
Fig. 3.4 This site plan, attributed to Charles Bulfinch, demonstrates the anticipated construction 
of Broad Street, India Street, and India Wharf. The blue line demarcates the wharf’s eastern edge 
and outlines the first stage of construction. (Site plan attributed to Charles Bulfinch. Harrison 





Fig. 3.5 This sketch of a retaining wall built at Boston’s Central Wharf in 1823 illustrates the 
construction techniques workers favored for waterfront construction. (Sketch by William Blaney. 
“A Short Description of the Manner Central Wharf was Built.” Central Wharf and Wet Dock 
Corporation Papers. Mss. 602748. [April 26, 1823]. Baker Library, Harvard University.] 
 
 
Fig. 3.6 The green line demarcates the range of ten stores to the wharf’s western edge, which 
comprised the second stage of construction. (Site plan attributed to Charles Bulfinch. Harrison 




Fig. 3.7 This elevation, attributed to Charles Bulfinch, illustrates the design of the proposed 
Broad Street stores. (Elevation attributed to Charles Bulfinch. Harrison Gray Otis Papers. [circa 
1803]. Historic New England) 
 
Fig. 3.8 The red line demarcates the perimeter of the India Wharf building, which comprised the 
third stage of construction. (Site plan attributed to Charles Bulfinch. Harrison Gray Otis Papers. 
[circa 1802]. Historic New England.) 
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Fig. 3.9 The purple lines demarcate the perimeter of Broad and India Streets. These streets 
replaced Battery March Street during the fourth, and final, stage of construction. (Site plan 
attributed to Charles Bulfinch. Harrison Gray Otis Papers. [circa 1802]. Historic New England.) 
 
Fig. 3.10 This site plan, attributed to Charles Bulfinch, illustrates the intended path of Broad 
Street running through Samuel Wheelwright’s property. (Site plan attributed to Charles Bulfinch. 




Fig. 3.11 Photograph by author. “52-68 Broad Street, Boston, Massachusetts.” [circa 2010]. 
 
 
Fig. 3.12 In 1933, surveyors from the Historic American Buildings Survey drew this 
reconstructed view of India Wharf’s north elevation. Notice the prominent pedimented archway 
at the center of the structure. (Elevation. “India Wharf Stores, 306-308 Atlantic Avenue, 




Fig. 3.13 This late-nineteenth century photograph shows India Wharf’s monumental central 
archway with neoclassical pediment. (Photograph. “Central Archway from Northwest.” Historic 
American Buildings Survey. [before 1868]. Library of Congress.) 
 
 
Fig. 3.14 This late-nineteenth century photograph shows India Wharf’s north and east facades. 
The east façade faced towards the harbor and featured the words “India Wharf” carved beneath 
the central pediment. (Photograph. “General view of India Wharf Stores, 306-308 Atlantic 




Fig. 3.15 This 1805 map shows the India Wharf, Broad Street, and India Street development in 
progress between Long and Rowe’s wharves. Notice that the retaining wall for India Wharf is in 
place, but Battery March street still hosts a series of privately-owned wharves. (Map by Osgood 






Fig. 3.16 This detail from John G. Hale’s 1814 “Map of Boston” illustrates the projected route of 
Sea Street across the Boston Harbor in front of Baxter, Smith, and Ellis’s properties (indicated 
with arrows). (Map by John G. Hale. “Map of Boston in the State of Massachusetts.” Norman B. 
Leventhal Map Center. [1814]. Boston Public Library.) 
 
 
! Detail from Map of Boston in the State of Massachusetts, 1814” by John Hale showing Sea Street and the Baxter. Smith, and Ellis properties, Normal B. Leventhal Map Center, 




Wives, Widows, Wharf-Owners:  
Female Property Ownership on Boston’s Waterfront, 1790 to 1820 
 
In 1798, Diana Adams owned $2,000-worth of property along the Charles River. By 
1810, the infrastructural transformations taking place along Boston’s waterfront had dramatic 
consequences for her real estate. In the 1790s, her wharf, known about town as “Adams’ Wharf,” 
stood just steps away from Boston’s northern gristmill, powered by the river-side basin that 
collected water to propel the mill.423 By the close of the eighteenth century, that basin, called 
Mill Pond, was so “wretched and wholly unimproved” that many Bostonians had come to 
nickname it “the mud hole.”  Town officials sought proposals to improve the site, whether 
through demolition, through water purification systems, or through landfill.  
Diana Adams watched as nearby property-owners began to sell off their homes and 
businesses to a group of merchants and businessmen who called themselves the Proprietors of 
Mill Pond. In 1803, the Proprietors announced plans to fill in the pond, lay out new streets, and 
sell lots to interested buyers. After a lengthy approval period, town officials granted the 
Proprietors permission to begin filling in the pond during the fall of 1807. By 1808, the 
Proprietors targeted the Adams wharf as one of the many properties they would demolish and fill 
in to create interior plots of land. In only a decade, the Mill Pond shoreline that Bostonians had 
known for over a century had been filled, gridded, and built up with brick homes.  
But it was not just the town’s physical footprint that was changing. In early-national 
Boston, the social, economic, and gendered parameters of property ownership were changing as 
well. With an eye towards streamlining property ownership and pooling financial resources, a 
                                               
423 Seasholes, Gaining Ground, 73-89. Today, Causeway Street in Boston sits atop the dam’s original 
perimeter. 
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new generation of male merchants and businessmen sought to combine a desire for wealth 
through trade with a national impulse for public and civic improvement. This chapter explores 
women’s complex responses to the rise of corporate finance and improvement in early-national 
Boston.  
How did women like Diana Adams come to own and manage waterfront property in the 
eighteenth century? And why were these women not included among the investors and 
purchasers of the waterfront real estate built by corporations in the early nineteenth century? 
Using tax assessment, property, and probate records, I recover scores of female waterfront 
proprietors from the sources and explain the process of social dislocation and economic 
dispossession that many women experienced in the early decades of the nineteenth century.424 I 
pinpoint the location of female property owners to corporate projects and consider how these 
ventures influenced women’s lives and financial circumstances as they saw their homes, 
business, and livelihoods eclipsed by the institutions of improvement.425  
As corporate improvement projects became standard practice along the Boston harbor 
and Charles River in the early nineteenth century, single women found it increasingly difficult to 
                                               
424 “Clough’s Atlases of Property Owners of Boston in 1798,” MHS, accessed April 19, 2016, 
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I paired my findings with those of draftsman and antiquarian Samuel Chester Clough. In the 1930s and 40s, Clough 
attempted to map all of the property owners listed in the 1798 tax assessment. Using Osgood Carleton’s Map of 
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425 “Clough’s Atlases of Property Owners of Boston in 1798,” MHS, accessed April 19, 2016, 
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own waterfront real estate. Whereas in the eighteenth century, scores of unmarried women 
owned land on Boston’s shores, their numbers dwindled over the course of the early nineteenth 
century in the face of corporate-sponsored waterfront improvements.426 I explore how women 
confronted and engaged with corporations, as they willingly sold their waterfront property, or in 
some cases contested a property’s sale for improvement. I juxtapose the landscape of real 
property ownership with that of the rental landscape, as some women—most notably female 
boardinghouse keepers—navigated an emerging rental market in search of the best locations in 
which to live, raise a family, or run a business. The decline of Boston’s female waterfront 
proprietors coincided with the rising legal legitimacy of corporations and a dramatic increase in 
corporate-financed waterfront improvements. In the late eighteenth century, a property regime 
steeped in traditions of familial inheritance and small-scale investment in real estate allowed 
women across class lines to achieve a level of social and financial independence. But during the 
early decades of the nineteenth century, corporate-sponsored port improvements reconfigured 
patterns of property ownership on the waterfront in ways that had clear consequences for 
women.  
This drop in female real proprietorships is more complicated than the standard historical 
narrative of declension might suggest. Though some women found the loss of their property to 
all-male corporations frustrating and financially burdensome, many other women recognized the 
opportunities in the town’s growing financial institutions and rental market. Hannah Rowe, the 
widow of Revolutionary-era merchant John Rowe, funneled the excess capital she earned from 
real estate into bank stock to pass along to her heirs. Poorer women, including boardinghouse-
keeper Hannah Singleton, could not afford to purchase real estate. They rented property on the 
                                               
426 When I compared the 1798 direct tax to the 1821 tax, I discovered a sizeable decline in the number of 
female waterfront proprietors: from 107 to 7.  
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newly-built streets and wharves to earn an income. Many other women participated in the world 
of waterfront real proprietorship and in the pages that follow I attempt to uncover their stories.  
Although scholars have successfully repopulated Boston’s streets, shops, and houses with 
women entrepreneurs, they have yet to examine these women as participants in the larger 
network of waterfront property ownership in the early-national period.427 Eighteenth-century 
America’s major metropolitan centers were all port cities, places where free and enslaved 
residents lived in close contact with oceans, rivers, and harbors. With smaller geographic 
boundaries—boundaries that would grow dramatically in the early 1800s—people’s relationship 
to the water was both more visible and more intimate.428 Male and female proprietors and tenants 
in 1790s Boston knew well the ways in which the port and its people could weather economic 
ups and downs—seen in the number of goods moving in and out of the harbor, felt in the solidity 
of credit relationships, and understood in the daily attempts to make ends meet by the people 
who lived and worked there. 
My goal is not only to call attention to the existence of female property owners on 
Boston’s waterfront, but also to place them physically in the landscape in relationship to each 
other, to their male counterparts, and to the broader urban fabric. Only once we understand how 
Boston’s eighteenth-century port landscape provided the space and opportunity for women to 
own, manage, and rent real property, can we fully see how the corporate improvement initiatives 
of the early 1800s drastically changed this world. These initiatives erased women physically 
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from the port and historically from the narrative, and replaced their presence, ownership, and 
agency with a skewed scholarly understanding of how Boston’s real estate market functioned in 
the decades following the American Revolution. There was a time in the port’s history when 
female proprietors were a visible presence in the landscape, holding the deeds and the keys to 
buildings and infrastructure adjacent to the harbor and the Charles River. 
Local housewright Shubael Bell, observing the architectural transformations happening 
around him, noted that “Bostonians . . . disregard whatever was venerated by their fathers.”429 
And in the case of the town’s female waterfront proprietors, this also included their mothers and 
daughters. The rise of corporate-sponsored port improvements dramatically altered the ways 
women could come to own and manage real estate and set in place the structures of property 
ownership that would shape the harbor for decades to come.  
 
Women and Real Property Ownership on Boston’s Eighteenth-Century Waterfront  
 
We know about the women who lived, worked, owned, and rented property on the 
Boston waterfront from a number of historical sources. The 1798 Direct Tax records the 
addresses, descriptions, and assessed values of properties worth over $100, along with the names 
of property owners and renters. I scoured this tax list and uncovered a total of 107 women who 
held property on the blocks adjacent to the harbor and the Charles River. Ann White, for 
instance, lived on a small passageway off of Lynn Street. She could step out the front door of her 
153-square-foot wooden house, turn left, and immediately encounter the banks of the Charles 
River.430 Sarah Nowell’s two-story 1,200 square-foot wooden house on Ship Street fronted 
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directly “on the sea.”431 Lydia Downes, from her shop on Ann Street, could look out over the 
Town Dock and harbor and see the daily arrival of ships in port.432 Widowed landlord Elizabeth 
Bowdoin Temple inherited extensive waterfront property on Long Wharf from her husband. She 
outsourced the daily operations of this wharf and stores to male managers.433  Though they only 
amounted to about eight- to ten-percent of Boston’s documented waterfront property owners in 
1798, women’s presence in the tax documents, deeds, and probate records suggests a great deal 
about the ways women came to manage the property in the first place, as well as the diverse 
ways they attempted to hold on to, turn a profit from, and amass additional property over time.  
In the eighteenth century, Bostonians were familiar with women living, working, and 
renting property along the waterfront. In the town and elsewhere in early America, free and 
enslaved men and women coexisted and participated in a landscape of diverse occupational and 
economic pursuits.434 For some women, these economic pursuits included owning and renting 
real estate.  
We know much less about these female proprietors and renters than we do about their 
fathers, husbands, brothers, and sons. We know even less about how they came to own and 
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manage property in the late eighteenth century. The women on Boston’s waterfront acquired 
their properties in the ways we have come to expect for women in the late eighteenth century: 
inheritance, dower, and outright purchase. Once married, a woman’s property fell under the 
exclusive control of her husband. This legal policy, known as “coverture,” recognized the 
absolute authority of male heads of household. Without his permission, a married woman, known 
as a “feme covert,” could no longer exercise any of the freedoms concerning contracts, real 
estate, or personal property she enjoyed as a single woman. Her inheritance became her 
husband’s property for the duration of their marriage. Unmarried women, known as “femes 
soles,” possessed an independent legal identity apart from their male relatives. After reaching 
adulthood, about the age of twenty-one, a single woman could own and operate a business, hold 
a job and keep her wages, and purchase property with her earnings. She possessed the same legal 
rights as a man, except that she could not vote.435 In Boston, many unmarried women used their 
feme sole status to purchase property as a means of generating an income.  Overall, women 
across the social spectrum found ways to participate in the real estate market. They inherited 
properties from husbands or fathers, could be placed in charge of a property until a male heir 
came of age, or rent property for themselves and other people.  
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Elite Women and Real Property Ownership in the Late-Eighteenth-Century Boston 
On the afternoon of February 21, 1787, Hannah Rowe left Boston’s Trinity 
churchyard.436 She had just buried her husband, John Rowe—the man who had often called her 
his “beloved.”437 John had died four days earlier at the age of seventy-two. “An honest man—
possessing a most benevolent, human Soul,” his obituary read. “A very eminent merchant,” it 
concluded.438 Now he rested peacefully beneath the stone floor of the Trinity Church sanctuary.  
As Hannah stepped into her carriage—her “chariot” she liked to call it—for the short ride 
from the church to her home on Pond Lane, perhaps she reflected on the husband she had lost 
and her life ahead as a widow.439 John’s passing signaled great changes for Hannah. With nieces 
and nephews grown—the couple never had children of their own—there was little looking after 
to do. Rather than sons and daughters to carry on the family legacy, the duty fell to the harbor-
side structure that bore his name: John Rowe’s wharf. It had supported his successful merchant 
business and provided the couple’s main source of income. Now the property belonged to 
Hannah: Hannah Rowe’s wharf.  
The couple had written John’s will together in May of 1786, in the company of their 
“trusty friends” and John’s business associates William Tudor, Richard Green, and John 
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Auburn Cemetery. “Boston’s Trinity Church Destroyed by Fire, 1872,” Mount Auburn Cemetery, accessed February 
20, 2018, http://mountauburn.org/2015/bostons-trinity-church-destroyed-by-fire-1872. 
 
437 John Rowe’s will quoted in The Linzee Families of Great Britain and the United States of America 2 
(Boston: Privately Printed, 1917), 595-596; “John Rowe, Inventory of Real Estate,” Suffolk County Probate Court 
Record Books 85-86, First Series 1636-1894, Mormon reel 0493891, box 68, reel 18834, 97, MSA. 
 
438 [John Rowe’s obituary], The American Herald, February 19, 1787. 
 
439 For references to Hannah’s “chariot,” see, “Probate of Hannah Rowe,” Suffolk Probate Record Books, 
Reel 79 103-104, 1805-1806, Mormon reel 0493961, 353, MSA. 
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Haskins.440 The group—Hannah included—had spent a great deal of time together over the years 
and had become John’s closest confidants.441 During the Revolutionary War, John had struggled 
financially: “I try to do what Business I can,” he wrote in 1776. “But am Disappointed & nothing 
but Cruelty & Ingratitude falls My Lot.” Through good and bad, Hannah, William, Richard, and 
John Haskins had been John Rowe’s “Comfort in . . . Old Age.”442 He had taken great pains to 
place Hannah in charge of his estate—listing her name first and bequeathing to her $38,000-
worth of real estate, personal effects, and a handsome yearly sum for financial support. Now, in 
1787, John had passed from this world, and his property had passed to Hannah.  
As the carriage turned onto Pond Lane, Hannah watched her home come into view: a 
stately mansion that she and John had built in 1766. At home, as in business, John had been a 
careful steward of their daily comforts, and she remembered how excited he had been when their 
“Very Good, Handsome and Convenient house” was finally finished.443 He had bought the 
property in 1764, tearing down an older dwelling that Hannah recalled from her childhood. It sat 
on the north side of the lane, surrounded by a field, a few trees, and a small pond—the street’s 
namesake.444 Across the way, John also purchased a two-acre tract of land that stretched all the 
                                               
440 John Rowe’s will, The Linzee Families of Great Britain, 595-596; “John Rowe, Inventory of Real 
Estate,” Suffolk County Probate Court Record Books, MSA. 
 
441 Diary entry, March 8, 1776, in The Diary of John Rowe, A Boston Merchant, 1764-1779, Massachusetts 
Historical Society (Cambridge, MA: John Wilson and Son University Press, 1895). Much of what we know about 
Hannah and John Rowe comes from a series of diaries that John kept from September 8, 1764 to July 15, 1779. The 
diaries chronicle daily life in Boston and the surrounding areas and the couple’s interactions with extended families 
and other families in the city. I have consulted both the published volume and the original, held on microfilm at 
MHS. Thanks to Peter Drummey and MHS library staff for alerting me to the discrepancies between the printed and 
original diaries. 
 
 442 Diary entry, March 8, 1776, in The Diary of John Rowe.  
 
443 Diary entry, October 16, 1766, in The Diary of John Rowe. 
 
444 William Price, “A New Plan of ye Great Town of Boston . . . with the many additional buildings,” 1743, 
BPL, accessed November 30, 2016, http://www.leventhalmap.org/id/10913. 
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way from Pond Lane to Essex Street that they used as a pasture.445 How well they slept that first 
night in their new home, John wrote.446  
John purchased many of the properties surrounding the Rowe estate as well as properties 
outside of the city limits. He made a fine sum renting these properties to friends and 
acquaintances. The couple’s friend, the Reverend Samuel Parker, lived next door on Pond Lane, 
and Mr. Thomas Hill and Captain Callahan lived nearby on Essex Street.447 Now widowed, 
perhaps Hannah could also try her hand at real estate. She had learned a great deal from watching 
first her father, and later John, purchase property around town. 
Out of all of their real estate, it was Rowe’s Wharf that brought John and Hannah the 
greatest wealth and social prominence in Boston. Located on the South Battery near Fort Hill, 
Rowe’s Wharf enjoyed the advantage of being one of the most substantial wharves in the 
southern portion of the harbor. Far enough removed from the tumult of ships jostling for space 
along Long Wharf, Rowe’s Wharf quickly grew in renown. John imported a variety of 
merchandise, though salt was his best seller. On the eve of the Revolution, he also dealt in 
British-made textiles and became entangled in more illicit smuggling activities in the West 
Indies.448  
Rowe’s Wharf, built on made-land adjacent to Battery March Street, was moderately-
sized and T-shaped. This structural choice provided an additional surface area for the docking of 
                                               
445 “Rowe House, Bedford Street,” in Forty of Boston’s Historic Houses, a brief illustrated description of 
the residences of historic characters of Boston (Boston: State Street Trust Company, 1912), 19; John Rowe’s will, 
The Linzee Families of Great Britain, 595-596; “John Rowe, Inventory of Real Estate,” Suffolk County Probate 
Court Record Books, MSA. 
 
446 Diary entry, October 16, 1766, in The Diary of John Rowe. 
 
447 John Rowe’s will, The Linzee Families of Great Britain, 595-596; “John Rowe, Inventory of Real 
Estate,” Suffolk County Probate Court Record Books, MSA. 
 
448 Diary entry, March 11, 1776, in The Diary of John Rowe. 
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ships and unloading of goods. Built from wooden piles and solid fill, Rowe’s Wharf occupied 
nearly 30,500 square feet of space on the battery. Spatially, it was laid out similarly to other 
wharves in town. It boasted brick warehouses, office buildings, and wooden sheds for additional 
storage.449 [Fig. 4.1] 
Though Hannah may have found wharf ownership financially superfluous, or perhaps 
even unnecessary, to support her social standing in widowhood, she was not alone as a woman 
who owned real estate on Boston’s waterfront in the late eighteenth century. Following her 
husband’s death, Hannah Rowe became part of a generation of unmarried female waterfront 
proprietors in Boston. Her wharf was but a piece of a broader landscape of businesses, homes, 
and land owned by women that stretched along the Boston harbor and Charles River.  
In 1798, when Boston undertook a mandatory tax assessment of the town’s inhabitants, 
assessors noted over 100 female proprietors—Hannah included—on the blocks adjacent to the 
shore. Hannah’s story suggests ways in which elite women learned to participate in 
conversations about merchant business that created a framework from which they would 
continue to manage businesses after their husbands’ deaths. Her story also illustrates how women 
came to acquire more real estate in widowhood, which they oversaw as landlords, and how 
women managed money in ways that allowed them to plan for their own, and others’, financial 
well-being.  
Hannah Speakman was born on August 4, 1725—the second of three children born to 
William Speakman and Hannah Hackeril Speakman of Boston. Her younger sister Susannah, 
                                               
449 S.C. Ellis’ “Plan of Rowe’s Wharf,” Boston July 1, 1887, Norman B. Leventhal Map Collection, BPL, 
accessed December 9, 2016, https://www.digitalcommonwealth.org/search/commonwealth:wd376326s. Little 
descriptive or visual material exists on the construction and composition of Rowe’s Wharf in the eighteenth century.  
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born in 1727, was Hannah’s closest companion and confidant.450 Hannah’s parents emigrated to 
Boston from England in the 1710s. William Speakman rose through the ranks of Boston society, 
becoming a prominent baker, landowner, and a church warden by 1730.451 William’s 
landholdings solidified his social climb and led to his involvement founding churches in the city, 
including Trinity Church.452 Because he owned many houses throughout Boston and Cambridge, 
it is difficult to decipher exactly where the Speakman family lived. William’s estate inventory 
includes two mansion homes on Cornhill, two large dwelling houses, land on Summer Street, 
and a large estate in Cambridge.453 Based on the family’s deep ties to various religious 
institutions in town, it is probable that the Speakmans lived in one of the two mansion homes on 
Cornhill, right around the corner from Trinity Church. 
As a teenager, Hannah met her future husband, John Rowe, at Trinity Church, where her 
father served as warden.454 John emigrated to the colonies from Exeter, England in the early 
1730s. He developed quite a name for himself as a young man of financial promise within the 
town’s merchant class. In 1736, at the age of twenty-one, he purchased his first warehouse on 
Long Wharf. On May 26, 1743, eighteen-year-old Hannah and twenty-eight-year-old John 
                                               
450 Hannah’s older brother Thomas, born in late 1720, grew up to be a sea captain. He was baptized at 
King’s Chapel on January 10, 1721. Register of Births, Kings Chapel (Boston, MA) records, Ms. N-1867, MHS. 
 
451 The Linzee Families of Great Britain, 594. 
 
452 On April 25, 1728, William, along with John Barnes and John Gibbons sold a £450.05 plot of land on 
present-day Summer Street to Leonard Vassall, an early founder of Trinity Church. “Vassall, Leonard, Text of Deed, 
1728,” The Records of Trinity Church Boston: 1728-1830, eds. Andrew Oliver and James Bishop Peabody (Boston: 
The Colonial Society of Massachusetts, 1980) quoted in “Trinity Church,” Boston Maps Project, accessed 
December 3, 2015, http://bostonmaps.neu.edu/omeka/items/show/338. 
 
453 The Linzee Families of Great Britain, 595. Probate records do not indicate whether William Speakman 
left land to his children in his will. However, considering where Hannah and Susannah lived in adulthood, it is 
probable that Hannah may have inherited land on Summer Street, while Susannah may have inherited land in 
Cambridge, where she lived with her husband Ralph Inman. 
 
454 For more information on the Speakman and Rowe families’ involvement with Trinity Church see, 
Trinity Church Records, Ms. 611, MHS, which includes books of remembrance, vestry records, fundraising efforts, 
account records, and baptism and funeral records.  
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publically declared their intent to marry at King’s Chapel.455 When Hannah’s sister Susannah 
married merchant Ralph Inman in 1746, the couples often spent nights and weekends at each 
other’s homes in Boston and Cambridge.456  
In 1748, Hannah, John, Susannah, and Ralph had their portraits painted by Long Island 
artist Robert Feke. Feke traveled between Philadelphia, Long Island, and Boston, painting 
“likenesses” of many of the region’s most prominent families.457 John Rowe’s portrait shows an 
enterprising man, who was well on his to way to achieving the physical transformation from a 
mid-level merchant to a wealthy gentleman that his finances and social position would later 
support.458 Powdered wig, round face, rosy cheeks, and a small but noticeable paunch beneath a 
silk jacket and waistcoat, suggest John’s affinity for the clothing and comportment required of 
elite men of his day. Though Feke often painted his sitters with decorative backgrounds and 
objects attesting to their social station, such as letters, books, maps, and scenery, John’s portrait 
is remarkably plain, hinting that he was still on his way to attaining the social status and financial 
clout of Boston’s most prominent gentlemen. [Fig. 4.2] 
                                               
455 Register of Marriages, Kings Chapel (Boston, MA) records, vol. 41, Ms. N-1867, MHS. Though 
Hannah and John made their “marriage intentions” public on May 26, 1743, no entry in 1743 or elsewhere indicates 
a marriage ceremony. It is was not unusual for a couple to publish their intentions but for no marriage record to 
survive. 
 
456 The Linzee Family of Great Britain, 600. Susanna Speakman married Ralph Inman on November 2, 
1746 at King’s Chapel.  
 
457 Anishanslin, Portrait of a Woman in Silk, 54-278. 1748 was a prolific year for Feke. While in Boston, he 
also painted numerous portraits of elite Boston families.  
 
458 Portrait of John Rowe by Robert Feke, 1748, oil on canvas, Gilcrease Museum, accessed July 28, 2016, 
https://collections.gilcrease.org/object/01261003. The portraits of Hannah and John Rowe and Susannah and Ralph 
Inman look remarkably similar. Not only were they painted in 1748, but the sisters wear the same dress and shawl, 
while the brothers-in-law wear similar brown jackets. Historian Zara Anishanslin has argued that these similarities 
in clothing, posture, and scenery suggest that Robert Feke was an efficient painter, who opted to focus time and 
attention on capturing his subject’s distinct facial features. Anishanslin, Portrait of a Woman in Silk, 148, 191-192, 
216-218. 
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Sisters Hannah and Susannah made a striking pair. Feke painted the women wearing an 
identical blue dress and red shawl—both a testament to Feke’s painterly efficiency and an artistic 
gesture to the sisters’ close relationship and shared tastes.459 Hannah projects an air of 
confidence as she directs her gaze toward the viewer and purposefully places her right elbow on 
a plinth. [Fig. 4.3] Susannah demurs, her gaze slightly down-turned, with her right arm curved in 
front of her waist. [Fig. 4.4] The canvas exudes the women’s personalities. Friends recalled 
Hannah’s “frank . . . manners and conversation” and her “giving” spirit of charity.460 Susannah 
was “friendly” and “good.”461 When Susannah died in 1761, Hannah mourned deeply. She 
grieved, “I Greatly Lament her as a good woman & Friend.”462  
In the decades surrounding the American Revolution, John Rowe worked as a general 
merchant and sold a variety of English dry goods. He likely used the sale of those goods to earn 
enough credit to smuggle in items from the Caribbean. His business practices soon became a 
point of concern for some of his contemporaries. A secret memorandum on Boston smugglers, 
drafted by lieutenant governor Thomas Hutchinson, mentioned John’s name as a merchant 
known to skirt the rules of British trade. Some scholars have suggested that John retaliated 
                                               
459 See the discussion of Feke’s paintings of the Stelles, Collins, and Flagg families in Zara Anishanslin, 
“Portrait of a Woman in a Silk Dress: The Hidden Histories of Aesthetic Commodities in the Eighteenth-century 
British Atlantic World,” (PhD diss., University of Delaware, 2009), 337-347; “151: Susannah Speakman Inman,” in 
Theodore E. Stebbins, American Paintings at Harvard 1 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2014), 200-201. Feke 
often painted family members in similar clothing or encased paintings in identical frames to visually indicate a 
deeper relationship between the sitters. The similarities of Hannah and Susannah’s portraits have led some scholars 
to misidentify the women as twins. Hannah is the elder of the two women.  
 
460 [Hannah Rowe’s obituary], New England Palladium, July 9, 1805. 
 
461 John Rowe to Dr. William Catherwood, July 6, 1761, quoted in The Linzee Family of Great Britain, 
600. 
 
462 John Rowe to Dr. William Catherwood, July 6, 1761, quoted in The Linzee Family of Great Britain, 
600. John Rowe summarized his and Hannah’s grief upon Susannah’s death writing, “Mrs. Rowe and I can venture 
to say, I Greatly Lament her as a good woman & Friend.” This statement is the only mention I’ve seen of John 
Rowe quoting Hannah directly.  
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against Hutchinson by inciting the Stamp Act Riot of August 26, 1765, which burned 
Hutchinson’s mansion in the North End.463  
John Rowe remained ambivalent about his place in the fight for independence, often 
waffling back and forth between loyalist and patriotic sympathies depending on how they suited 
his political and business interests. As a town selectman, he supported nonimportation following 
the passage of the Townsend Duties, but he also drew up a supply contract with British troops 
after their arrival in Boston in 1768. Though he is apocryphally credited with saying “perhaps 
salt water and tea will mix tonight” on the eve of the Boston Tea Party, his actual participation in 
the event remains uncertain. His diary entry from that night notes he was “a little Unwell [and] 
staid home all Day & all the Evening,” which Rowe may have written to disguise his 
activities.464 Some scholars assert that the Speakman family’s loyalist leanings may have 
moderated some of John’s “vigorous support of the patriot cause.”465 There is no doubt Hannah 
was fully aware of her husband’s political ambivalence and may have shared similar proclivities.  
Hannah likely learned and participated in conversations about business and property 
management with her husband, his business associates, and other women. From John, she 
learned about the pitfalls of operating an import business during a war. John wrote often in his 
diary about the ups-and-downs of maintaining his wharf during the Revolution; about the 
damage done to his warehouses from theft and fire; and about the stresses and perils wrought 
upon the merchant community during the port blockade. March 1776 was a particularly 
disheartening month for John as soldiers stationed throughout Boston began to plunder, burn, 
                                               
463 Edmund S. Morgan and Helen M. Morgan, The Stamp Act Crisis: Prologue to Revolution (Chapel Hill, 
NC: The University of North Carolina Press, 1962), 129.  
 
464 Diary entry, December 16, 1773, in The Diary of John Rowe. 
 
465 John W. Tyler, "Rowe, John," American National Biography Online, Feb. 2000, accessed December 3, 
2015, http://www.anb.org/articles/01/01-01245.html.  
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and destroy shops, warehouses, and wharves throughout the city. “My situation has almost 
distracted me,” he wrote in his diary.466 The devastation at Rowe’s Wharf continued when a 
group of soldiers arrived to “break open [my] warehouse.” John confronted the men at the wharf. 
After “sending for the keys,” he stopped them from destroying the warehouse doors. But the 
group made away with £2,260-worth of “linnens, checks, cloths, and woolens.” Emotionally and 
economically crushed, John wrote, “Words cannot describe it . . . I remained all day in the store, 
but could not hinder their destruction of my goods.” He returned home that evening where 
Hannah, his friends, and his nephew “assisted [him] very much.”467  
Perhaps Hannah offered more than a listening ear; maybe she provided advice. “Spent the 
day with my dear Mrs. Rowe,” wrote John, and with fellow merchants “Richard Green, and John 
Haskins.” 468Hannah was present for many of John’s business conversations and likely witnessed 
him bear the brunt of these calamities brought on by the war. Throughout all of this, perhaps 
Hannah proved herself adept at discussing merchant affairs—a skill John may have considered 
when writing his will and leaving Hannah the entirety of his real estate and the full power to 
oversee its development and disposal.469 
Hannah also surrounded herself with successful businesswomen, including prominent 
female-merchant Elizabeth Murray Campbell Smith Inman (best known by her maiden name, 
Elizabeth Murray), who tutored her female friends and nieces in the skills of shop-keeping and 
financial autonomy. Elizabeth amassed a dedicated customer base by selling luxury goods in 
                                               
466 Diary entry, March 8, 1776, in The Diary of John Rowe. 
 
467 Diary entry, March 11, 1776, in The Diary of John Rowe. 
 
468 Diary entry, March 8, 1776, in The Diary of John Rowe. 
 
469 John Rowe’s will, The Linzsee Families of Great Britain, 595-596; “John Rowe, Inventory of Real 
Estate,” Suffolk County Probate Court Record Books 85-86, First Series 1636-1894, Mormon reel 0493891, Box 68, 
97, MSA. 
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mid-eighteenth-century Boston. Remarkably independent for a woman of her era, Elizabeth 
stood apart from her female compatriots, promising to “live and act as [she] please[d].”470 Ralph 
Inman, Hannah’s brother-in-law, married Elizabeth Murray after his first wife, Susannah, passed 
away. The Murray-Inman marriage brought Elizabeth into the Rowes’ immediate social and 
family circle.471  
Hannah and Elizabeth wrote letters to each other during Elizabeth and Ralph’s courtship 
and spent time together at the Inman home in Cambridge. In March 1770, while Elizabeth was 
abroad in England, Hannah scribbled her a letter, quickly filling the page with questions, news, 
and opinions, mainly at the expense of punctuation. She chided Elizabeth for neglecting to 
include “some account of your health” in her most recent correspondence. “Not a word,” Hannah 
wrote, “did your Ladyship think fit to say about it. . . [W]as it not unkind to mention . . . it[?] I 
leave your honest heart to Judge.”472  
She referenced a recent letter in which Elizabeth had “admired [Hannah’s] freedom of 
conversation.” The pair must have enjoyed long talks. “You are to remember that you are the 
only woman I could take such freedom with,” Hannah replied. With Elizabeth’s affinity for 
speaking freely about money, marriage, and the importance of women retaining a certain 
                                               
470 John Singleton Copley, Mrs. Elizabeth Murray, 1769, oil on canvas, 49 5/8 x 40, Museum of Fine Arts 
Boston.  
 
471 Hannah and John Rowe often socialized with “James Smith & wife,” (Elizabeth’s first husband) and 
later with Elizabeth and her third husband Ralph Inman. In 1766, the Rowes visited the Smiths six times. Examples: 
Diary entry, September 18, 1766; Diary entry, October 23, 1766, in The Diary of John Rowe.  
 
Patricia Cleary has written extensively about Elizabeth Murray and cites correspondence with Hannah Rowe dated 
April 24, 1770, which is now in the private collection of Margaret Howe Ewing, in Elizabeth Murray: A Woman’s 
Pursuit of Independence in Eighteenth-Century America (Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 2000), 
128. See also Merill D. Smith, Women’s Roles in Eighteenth-Century America (Santa Barbara, CA: Greenwood, 
2010), 110. 
 
472 Hannah Rowe to Mrs. [Elizabeth Murray] Smith, March 3, 1770, quoted in The Linzee Family of Great 
Britain, 557-558. This is the only letter I have seen written by Hannah. Unfortunately, I have been unable to see this 
document in person; the original is in a private collection. 
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standard of independence throughout their lives, perhaps the women discussed their husbands, 
their family finances, and their social standing in town. “I don’t know any body better calculated 
to turn a Penny then your Self,” Elizabeth’s friend Christian Barnes once wrote to her in 1769.473 
Maybe Hannah understood—and learned from—this side of Elizabeth’s personality and habits as 
well. 
In her letter, Hannah gossiped about friends, family members, and goings on about town. 
Hannah had a sense of humor and did not take herself too seriously in matters of social grace. “I 
had the misfortune to sprain my ankle attempting to Jump out of a Chaise,” she wrote. She was 
home-bound for “above two months.” Forty-five-year-old Hannah joked, “[I] shall never affect 
being so young again.” She wrote enthusiastically of the fortnightly “routs,” or evening parties, 
held in Boston. And she “inclose[d] a card” from Ralph Inman, a token of Elizabeth and Ralph’s 
blossoming courtship.474 “I have a great many things to tell you,” she continued. “But are [sic] 
come almost to the end of my paper[.] [I] believe by this time you are ready to think I shall never 
Conclude at all[.]”475 When Ralph proposed to Elizabeth in 1771, the Rowes eagerly supported 
the match. John wrote in his diary: “[This] afternoon [Ralph] and [Hannah] paid a visit to Mrs. 
[Elizabeth Murray] Smith . . . Mr. Inman came home well pleased and agreed on his plan of 
matrimony.”476 The pair wed in September 1776, with a ceremony “attended by the Rowe’s 
[sic].”477  
                                               
473 Christian Barnes to Elizabeth [Murray] Smith, June 11, 1769, quoted in Clearly, Elizabeth Murray, 85. 
 
474 Cleary, Elizabeth Murray, 153. 
 
475 Hannah Rowe to Mrs. [Elizabeth Murray] Smith, March 3, 1770, quoted in The Linzee Family of Great 
Britain, 557-558. 
 
476 Diary entry, August 16, 1771, in The Diary of John Rowe. 
 
477 Diary entry, September 26, 1771, in The Diary of John Rowe. 
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Discussions of business, family, friendship, and money often intertwined in Hannah’s 
social and economic world. As her husband’s chief confidant, she was privy to conversations 
about the proper and efficient management of wharves and warehouses. In letters and 
conversations with Elizabeth Murray Inman, Hannah developed a close friendship with one of 
the town’s most renowned female business owners. Throughout the tumultuous economic times 
of the 1760s and 70s, Hannah witnessed events, learned skills, and participated in conversations 
that would shape her status as a landlord and real estate manager in the decades following John’s 
death.  
As the primary beneficiary of her husband’s estate, Hannah Rowe inherited real property 
in Boston with an assessed value of $38,000. John had amassed a considerable number of 
properties, including a “House & Land situate in Essex Street in Boston” and a “house and land 
situate in Pond Street,” which all passed to Hannah upon his death.478 The couple’s waterfront 
property alone, comprised of Rowe’s wharf and its associated warehouse buildings, was worth 
$20,000.479 This waterfront property also became Hannah’s. Rivaled by only four male 
waterfront property owners, Hannah Rowe, landlord, was a competitive presence as the owner of 
Rowe’s Wharf.480 We cannot know for sure how Hannah approached the management, 
mortgage, or sale of her vast amount of real property as so few of her words survive in the 
archives. However, there are traces of evidence about Hannah’s financial circumstances left 
behind in deeds, probate records, and luxury goods she purchased and bequeathed as a widow. 
                                               
478 “John Rowe, Inventory of Real Estate,” Suffolk County Probate Court Record Books 85-86, First Series 
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480 Direct Tax of 1798, 61, 90, 382. Ebenezer Parson’s wharf and of stores totaling $17,500; James Scott’s 
wharf and stores totaling $30,000; Jonathan Codman’s brick stores and wharf totaling $27,500; and Martin 
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Hannah’s real property holdings included the property she inherited from John, mortgages that 
she extended to creditors, and the property she purchased as a widow. In all, the properties were 
varied and ranged from waterfront wharves and warehouses, to mansion homes, unimproved 
pastures, and country land.  
When it came to the daily operations of Rowe’s Wharf, Hannah did not keep the books or 
draft leases for tenants herself—that was work left to her husband’s trusted friends and 
colleagues. Hannah most likely depended on John’s business associate Martin Brimmer to act as 
a manager on her behalf. But Hannah certainly realized a sizeable income from her husband’s 
waterfront real estate—an income she used to acquire more properties throughout Boston. Over 
the course of the 1790s, Hannah engaged in at least twenty-four property transactions. She 
purchased her first house, land, and buildings on Summer Street in May 1787, just three months 
after her husband’s death. Her property acquisitions vary from parcels of developed and 
undeveloped land, to homes, to warehouses on Merchants Row, to water rights along the 
harbor.481 One of Hannah’s purchases even included the Lamb Tavern on Washington Street.482 
In addition to investing in real estate, Hannah also invested in people, loaning money to those 
who needed it including widow Mary Shackman, nephew Gilbert Speakman, and tailor James 
Liswell.483  
                                               
481 Deed between Hannah Rowe and Perez Morton, May 12, 1787, SD 160:115; Deed between Hannah 
Rowe and Isaiah Doane, May 12, 1787, SD 160:118; Deed between Hannah Rowe and Thomas Bulfinch, August 2, 
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Hannah’s personal property was a testament to her immense wealth and her desire to 
make a statement about her place in society as a prominent single woman.484 Hannah held a 
sizeable amount of stock, and she left trusts of $20,000 each to her great-nieces and nephews. 
She knew what her money should be worth and left explicit instructions concerning the 
stewardship of the stock, which was to be dispensed “upon the express Condition that the funds 
of the United States remain at or near their present market value in Boston.”485 Hannah used 
mortgages to purchase real estate as an investment opportunity—both a place to funnel excess 
capital, and a place to store funds in real estate. She held these properties until she could sell 
them at a profit and invest the principle sum elsewhere, whether in additional real estate or in 
bank stock. 
We know very little about Hannah’s day to day life after John’s death in 1787. But from 
the letters written to her, we can begin to sketch a portrait of a person who was well-respected by 
the community and considered a mentor to her nieces and nephews. Hannah’s great-nephew 
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decorated with her coat of arms to Trinity Church, bringing her social influence with her to the communion table on 
Sundays.  
 
Arthur A. Chester, Trinity Church in the City of Boston: An Historical and Descriptive Account with a Guide to Its 
Windows and Paintings (Cambridge, MA: John Wilson and Son, University Press, 1888), 35. Hannah’s genteel 
tastes extended to her clothes, household furnishings, and horses and carriage (or “chariot” as she called it) as well. 
She bequeathed to her great-nephew Samuel Hood Linzee a “large silver bowl with a lid that takes off” and to her 
great-niece Hannah Rowe Amory: “all of my wearing apparel of every kind and my Gold Watch . . . all my 
household linen, a gilt leather screen, my Portrait and the Portraits of her Grandfather and Grandmother, all my 
small profiles, a worked picture which she gave me, my silver urn coffee pot [made by Paul Revere], tea pot, sugar 
bowl, silver casters, four silver salt cellers [sic] and spoons, my Books, two pews in Trinity Church, my chariot and 
horses, my Tombs in Granary Burying Ground and in Trinity Church to her and her heirs forever.”  
 
 485 “Probate of Hannah Rowe,” MSA. 
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Samuel Hood Linzee looked after his “dear Aunt” as she aged, writing to her regularly as he 
traveled. Hannah remained a frequent letter writer well into her seventies, seeking information 
on topics, including foreign affairs, local gossip, and business. Samuel referred to her as “the 
best of Aunts, but now Mother” and wanted her opinion on his experiences abroad, in business, 
and regarding his marriage prospects.486 
As Hannah aged, she was plagued by periods of ill health and wrote fewer letters, causing 
her nieces and nephews to worry. Samuel wrote to her in July 1800 from London. “I have been 
anxious to hear of the health of my dearest Aunt,” he wrote, “not having rec’d a letter from 
Boston this many months; indeed only one or two since my leaving England.” Appealing to 
Hannah’s interest in foreign business news, Samuel wrote, “As to news, England has but little to 
boast of, she groans under a weight of taxes & half its Inhabitants are starving.”487 In 1804, after 
encountering a family friend in London, Samuel learned that Hannah had grown increasingly 
unwell. The friend “gave [him] the very unpleasant news of . . . good Aunt Rowe being very 
much indisposed.”488 Hannah died on July 8, 1805—a month shy of her eighty-first birthday in 
August. 
In her will, Hannah Rowe declared that upon her death “all the rest and residue of [her] 
Estate real and personal” should be sold in “Public or Private sale.” She instructed her executors 
to divide the principle earned from the sale among her sister Susannah’s grandchildren.489 
                                               
486 Captain Samuel Hood Linzee to Mrs. Hannah Rowe, July 31, 1795, quoted in The Linzee Family of 
Great Britain, 611. 
 
487 Captain Samuel Hood Linzee to Hannah Rowe, July 16. 1800, quoted in The Linzee Family of Great 
Britain, 616. 
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489 “Probate of Hannah Rowe,” MSA. 
 200 
Hannah died after eighteen years spent maintaining and overseeing the properties she inherited 
from her husband and the others she acquired throughout Boston and the surrounding areas. 
When Rowe’s Wharf went up for sale in 1810, the press advertised it as “one of the best Wharf 
Estates ever offered for sale in this town” with “superior advantages for profitable 
improvement.”490 
 
Female Waterfront Proprietorship across the Social Spectrum in the Late Eighteenth Century  
For the majority of female proprietors in Boston, Hannah’s story and relationship to her 
real estate would have been out of reach. Most of the women listed in the 1798 Direct Tax did 
not even come close to rivaling her in real estate or social status. Mary Perkins, Hannah’s closet 
female waterfront real estate rival, owned a brick store, shed, and land on Market Square 
adjacent to the harbor assessed at $8,000, which she rented to John Hancock.491 Hannah Rowe’s 
biography stands apart, too, because her elite social status provides a trove of information—
though found in bits and pieces—about her life. The records that list female waterfront 
proprietors can only provide us with women’s names, brief financial information, and, 
sometimes, their marital status. Studying female proprietors of lesser means allows us a window 
into the complex ways women managed property in the 1790s.  
Although Hannah Rowe was an exceptional example of a female waterfront proprietor, 
she was certainly not alone as a woman owning and managing real estate on the Boston 
waterfront. The women who lived, worked, owned, and rented property were part of the social 
and economic transformations occurring in Boston in the decades following the Revolution, as 
                                               
490 “For Sale,” Independent Chronicle, July 2, 1810. 
 
491 Direct Tax of 1798, 55. 
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the port began to rebuild and prosper. Between 1780 and 1830, the city’s population grew from 
roughly 18,000 people to 60,000 people.492 Many single women and widows assumed a place “in 
Boston’s emerging and expanding middle class”; nearly 2,000 female entrepreneurs worked as 
shop and boardinghouse keepers, skilled needle workers, teachers, and other occupations.493 In 
addition to holding professions throughout the town, many of these women also owned prime 
real estate. They had a finger on the pulse of the town’s maritime real estate market and worked 
to operate within it, control it, and manipulate it to their advantage. 
For unmarried sisters Katherine and Deborah Jeffries, managing inherited property 
allowed them both to earn an income and to purchase additional real estate. In 1794, Katherine 
and Deborah each inherited properties from their father, former town treasurer David Jeffries, 
which they rented out to a series of tenants. Katherine chose to rent her house and land on 
Exchange Lane to retailer David Larkin. Deborah, who received a more generous allotment of 
properties from her father, rented her house and land on Merchant’s Row, as well as a hatter and 
barber shop to various tenants.494 By 1798, Katherine not only continued to manage the property 
on Exchange Lane, but also purchased a 432-square-foot brick store worth $4,000 two doors 
down from her sister on Merchant’s Row. She rented it to merchants Tucker & Marshall.495 The 
properties’ locations near State Street and along Merchant’s Row placed the landlord sisters in 
the heart of Boston’s business district. In only four years, Katherine and Deborah had solidified 
                                               
492 Carr, “Marketing Gentility,” no.27.  
 
493 Carr, “Marketing Gentility,” 27-28. 
 
 494 Boston City Directory of 1800, Ancestry.com, accessed May 23, 2016; Division of the David Jeffries 
Estate, September 8, 1794, SPR 93:165, Thwing Database, MHS; Direct Tax of 1798, 293. The 1800 city directory 
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495 Direct Tax of 1798, 53. 
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their location within the center of merchant activity in Boston—a prime spot to own, manage, 
and rent. [Fig. 4.5] 
For families of lesser means, the division of an estate might require that siblings share a 
property. Widowed sisters Ann Hyter and Dorcas Florence shared a two-story wooden house and 
land on Fish Street that they inherited from their father. His will granted Ann the back part of the 
house, including the lower yard enclosed by a stone wall, while it granted Dorcas the front part 
of the house. Their father had not amassed much property after years spent working as a ship 
rigger; the house on Fish Street was only worth $300.496 Dividing the property between his 
daughters ensured they each held some real estate. [Fig. 4.6] 
Divorce also dictated how women operated in the world of real estate. Mary Connell 
Smithwick Lobb owned a retail shop on Fish Street. When her first husband Captain James 
Smithwick died at sea in 1778, Mary was left to care for three young children under the age of 
ten. She quickly remarried a man named George Lobb. Their marriage was a rocky one, forcing 
Mary to petition twice for divorce on the grounds of cruelty. Around 1780 or 1781, the Town 
Council awarded her second petition for “separate bed and board.” In the years that followed, the 
Council also granted her tea and liquor licenses for her Fish Street shop.497 Both of these 
measures allowed Mary to earn an income. By 1798, Lobb's finances were secure enough that 
she had amassed multiple real estate properties, including a brick dwelling on Middle Street 
worth $1,200 and two wooden dwellings on Fish Street each worth $2,000. Lobb rented these 
properties to women—boardinghouse keeper Mary Jenkins, a tenant Mrs. Doble—and to free 
                                               
496 Direct Tax of 1798, 170; Division of the Estate of Anderson Phillips, September 23, 1797, SPR 190:74, 
Thwing Database, MHS.  
 
497 License granted to Mary Lobb to sell strong drink, January 28. 1782, TR 25: 167, Thwing Database, 
MHS. 
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black men—John Guadaloup, and Piero and Samuel Peter. She chose to rent out her most 
valuable properties and reside in her more modest brick house worth $1,000 on Reas Court 
North—a calculated move that enabled Lobb to collect higher rents.498 [Fig. 4.7] 
For widow Mary Rand, former wife of prominent merchant trader Robert Rand, acquiring 
property of her own took years and may have been emotionally fraught. Because Mary’s sons 
Bartholomew and Haile were minors when their father died, Mary oversaw the estate for them 
until they were old enough to inherit, including renting waterfront property on Howard’s Wharf 
on Mill Creek and managing additional properties in the South End. Once her sons came of age, 
however, Mary began to buy and sell property in ways that suggest she may have attempted to 
use real estate as a source of additional income. But Mary suffered financially, ultimately selling 
off her real estate, including her dower. In 1796 and 1798, Mary purchased land from Benjamin 
Gray on Channing Street and Congress Street near Leather Square.499 By the summer of 1799, 
Mary may have seen fortune turn against her. On June 7, 1799, she sold her Channing and 
Congress Street properties to mariner Christopher Tilden.500 One week later on June 18, 1799, 
she sold her dower rights to a shop and land on Mill Creek to mariner Nicholas Smith.501 With 
the income from these transactions she had enough to buy a small third of property on land 
                                               
498 Direct Tax of 1798, 173, 197, 313; “The End of Mary Lobb’s Marriage,” Boston 1775 Blog, accessed 
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499 Deed between Mary Rand and Benjamin Gray, January 30, 1796, SD 183:169, Thwing Database, MHS; 
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500 Deed between Mary Rand and Christopher Tilden, June 5, 1799, SD 192:36, Thwing Database, MHS; 
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owned by her son, Haile. On June 25, 1799, she purchased land and buildings on his North Street 
plot.502 [Fig. 4.8] 
The women listed in the 1798 Direct Tax participated in the landscape of proprietorship 
because they were single and widowed. For married women in Boston and elsewhere in early 
America, however, the circumstances of property ownership were much more restrictive under 
the legal constraints of coverture.503 As historian Marylynn Salmon explains, “Only under certain 
circumstances, at particular times, in precise ways, could a wife exercise even limited control 
over the family estate, including what she contributed to it.”504 These exceptions included 
instances in which a married woman, known as a “feme sole trader,” received her husband’s or 
the state’s written or tacit authority to act as an independent agent and buy property.505 Only one 
female waterfront property holder fits this exception. In 1796, Ann Howard, wife of Samuel 
Howard, purchased a house and land from widow Abigail Harris near Clark Square. She rented 
the property to merchant Elisha Gardner to use as a shop, perhaps as a way for the Howards to 
generate extra income.506 
Overall, the women of Boston’s waterfront represent a broad economic spectrum of 
property ownership: Hannah Rowe sat at the elite end, while sisters Ann Hyter and Dorcas 
Florence occupied the poorer end (their $300 property was worth just enough to be counted 
among those eligible for the 1798 tax assessment). They were wives, widows, and single women. 
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The women on Boston’s waterfront held a variety of titles and occupations, from gentlewoman 
and lady, to shop, boarding, and innkeeper, to milliner and other trades. Some used their 
properties as a way to generate income to support a family, while others turned to real estate as 
an investment for themselves and their designated heirs. In most cases, women chose to rent out 
their waterfront properties to male merchants, traders, and shopkeepers, though the names of 
poorer black and white tenants appear in the rolls as well. Some women chose to live in their 
dwellings on Mill Creek, the Charles River, and the harbor. 
 There were plenty of other women, too, whose names were omitted from the 1798 tax 
because their properties were worth less than the $100 value to be considered taxable. Other 
women, members of the lower to middling social rank, could not afford to own their own 
home.507 Many of them lodged in the town’s boardinghouses—often private homes with extra 
rooms for rent, or established businesses that advertised in the local papers—which were 
primarily operated by women. These female boardinghouse keepers often chose to rent rather 
than own the homes they ran. The boardinghouse business represents an attempt by some women 
to approximate proprietorship for themselves and their tenants.508 In 1796, seventy-five men and 
women ran boardinghouses in Boston. Female-run boardinghouses comprised nearly seventy-
five percent of this total.509 In the midst of this makeshift form of proprietorship, female 
                                               
507 Ruth Wallis Herndon, “Poor Women and the Boston Almshouse in the Early Republic,” Journal of the 
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boardinghouse keepers managed to carve out space for themselves to succeed on Boston’s 
waterfront.  
 
The Changing Landscape of Female Real Proprietorship in Early-National Boston 
 Over the course of the early nineteenth century, the parameters of property ownership in 
Boston shifted away from a tradition of property ownership based on familial inheritance or 
dower—legal traditions that allowed single and widowed women to claim a legitimate place in 
the town’s real estate market—and towards a commercial property regime organized by 
corporations. As previously discussed in chapter three, the Massachusetts state legislature 
approved corporate proprietorships in record numbers, especially corporations interested in the 
construction of water-related infrastructure, including bridges, canals, sluiceways, waterworks, 
and wharves.510 The Proprietors of Long Wharf, India Wharf, and Rowe’s Wharf, the Central 
Wharf and Wet Dock Corporation, the Mount Vernon Proprietors, the Broad Street Associates, 
and the Mill Pond Corporation were but a few of the corporate bodies buying and selling real 
estate on Boston’s shores.  
Required by the state to serve the “public good,” these corporations advanced their 
construction goals by asserting their efforts would make Boston a competitive port in a greater 
landscape of local and internal commerce.511 Corporations purchased large swaths of land, filled 
                                               
509 Boston City Directory of 1796, Boston Athaneaeum Digital Collections, 
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in portions of the harbor and Charles River and constructed elaborate docks, warehouses, and 
street networks. Housewright Shubael Bell observed that Bostonians “erect . . . new buildings as 
quickly as they tear down the old.”512 Along the waterfront, workers wharfed-out the harbor, 
filling in tidal flats with earth acquired from the town’s many neighboring hills. Here they built  
elaborate wharves and docks.513  In the process, they dramatically altered the parameters of 
property ownership for small land-and wharf-owners, especially women.  
From approximately 1790 to 1825, Boston’s waterfront underwent a process of corporate 
consolidation, as merchant elites pooled their resources to invest in the wharves, buildings, 
streets, and other spaces along the harbor. In doing so, they transformed both the architectural 
and real estate makeup of the town along with the social parameters of these spaces. They ousted 
male and female small land- and wharf-owners from this region through land acquisitions and 
eminent domain. In their place, these merchant corporations sponsored projects dominated by 
shareholders and renters.  For the women on Boston’s waterfront, these transformations were 
much more complex.  
 
Women and Corporate Investment on the Boston Waterfront 
In 1821, Boston’s waterfront was no longer the sole domain of small proprietors. 
Corporate improvement efforts overlooked women and pushed them out of large-scale 
construction. The Direct Tax of 1821 lists 328 wharf properties in Boston. Individual property 
owners or merchant partnerships owned 116 of these properties.514 Waterfront corporations, 
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including the Proprietors of Central, India, Liverpool, Long, and Rowe’s Wharves, and the Mill 
Pond Corporation—held 212 wharf properties, a clear majority. Seven women—Eliza Bray, 
Suzannah Ingersoll, Susannah Fowle, Eliza Fudger, Margaret Phillips, and Widow Ruggles—
were the only female property owners on Boston’s waterfront by this time.515 In short, all-male 
waterfront corporations comprised the overwhelming square footage of Boston’s waterfront real 
estate by the second decade of the nineteenth century.  
As Boston’s waterfront had become synonymous with corporate-sponsored 
improvements and the consolidation of real estate, women no longer occupied a physical 
presence as waterfront real estate owners. Eliza Bray, Suzannah Ingersoll, Susannah Fowle, Eliza 
Fudger, Margaret Phillips, and Widow Ruggles all rented their shoreline properties to men.516 
These women may represent the last vestiges of an earlier form of real property ownership—
similar to that experienced by Hannah Rowe—in which women looked to their waterfront 
properties as an investment and source of additional income while choosing to reside elsewhere 
in the city.517 By 1821 women found it increasingly necessary to rent out waterfront properties to 
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earn an income and to pay their property taxes, which ranged in value from $300 to $2,700.518 
Margaret Phillips and Eliza Bray, for instance, both owned property on Long Wharf and resided 
in homes on Tremont and Walnut Streets.519 
Corporate-financed wharves and the men who owned and occupied them predominate the 
property listings. Corporate proprietorships financed the consolidation of and alterations to the 
shoreline in ways that allowed their investors to become formidable real estate agents and 
landlords. As we saw with the landfill of Mill Pond and the monumental waterfront 
improvements at India Wharf, Broad Street, and India Street, these men sold countless deeds to 
homes, wharves, stores, and counting rooms along the waterfront. 
The rise of corporate proprietorships instituted a decidedly male form of real property 
ownership in Boston that left little room for women to participate in the real estate market of the 
growing port town. Though women did hold shares in government bonds and privately-financed 
ventures like turnpikes and canals, analysis of the proprietorships along Boston harbor suggest 
that waterfront improvement corporations did not include women as investors.520 Some male 
entrepreneurs deemed women incapable of making confident financial decisions. “Let us pay 
momentary attention” to “the Widow” and “the unmarried Woman,” stated an opinion writer in a 
Massachusetts newspaper in 1804. “The Widow, or the single Woman . . . perhaps entertains ‘no 
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thoughts of changing her condition.’ Her utmost wish, as far as the good things of this life are 
concerned, is the secure Deposit of her little ALL in the safest hands, and in a manner the most 
productive to enable her to live on the interest, as far as that may go, without breaking upon her 
humble Capital.” The writer described how women tended to give their “frugal savings” or their 
“dividend of an estate” to family members, rather than properly investing “in the care of a Bank, 
and partaking of its profits.” With women’s capital maintained within the bounds of family and 
the household, it had no place to grow—no “industry and economy” to “place her above 
dependence and charity.”521 The male investors of waterfront improvements may have 
approached their proprietorships through a deeper cultural understanding of the household, 
which allowed them to justify barring women from waterfront investment.522  In the eighteenth 
century, familial relationships ordered male and female property ownership. Marriage granted 
women a set of legal protections to guard against financial risk. The “widow’s third,” for 
instance, allotted a woman a life interest in real property, while constraining her husband from 
selling her property without her consent. A woman whose husband had amassed a great deal of 
debt during his lifetime might choose to accept only her widow’s third rather than any 
inheritances offered to her in his will, which freed her from the liability of paying debts incurred 
on her husband’s estate.523 
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However, when corporations removed real property ownership from the bounds of the 
family and placed it in the hands of male shareholders, women lost these protections and found 
the legal, social, and financial risks much higher and challenging to manage. Some women may 
have opted to become waterfront renters to deflect some of the risks associated with property 
ownership in this period. For example, Mrs. Roach leased property on Barnes Wharf, while Mrs. 
Seaver and Mrs. Bothou rented property on Sea Street. The tax assessment is silent on whether 
these women resided in these buildings or used the spaces as retail shops.524 
For some women, owning real property was logistically complicated if they resided 
outside of the city limits. Their absenteeism might lead men to overlook them in an inheritance. 
In some instances, tenants engaged in real estate transactions without the female proprietor’s 
notice. New Yorker Susanna Cunningham found herself in the midst of a heated property dispute 
regarding the development of Boston’s Beacon Hill neighborhood by the Mount Vernon 
Proprietors. Around 1812, Susanna learned that John Singleton Copley—the celebrated painter—
had illegally (albeit unintentionally) purchased her property and sold it to Harrison Gray Otis, 
Jonathan Mason and Benjamin Joy.525 These men were members of the Mount Vernon 
Proprietors, a corporation seeking to develop the hills and flats in west Boston into a fashionable 
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neighborhood. Susanna sued the Proprietors for damages concerning the “parcels of land . . . 
which [she] claim[ed] as the right & inheritance of her.”526  
In the writ accompanying her suit, Susanna explained that she had grown up in 
Cambridge. Her father, Nathaniel Cunningham, owned eight acres of land, buildings, flats, and 
water rights on the Charles River, which he divided between Susanna and her sister Sarah in his 
will. When Nathaniel died in 1752, the sisters inherited their portions, as well as an income of 
$100 a year. Sarah married a Scotsman, John Campbell, and the couple moved to Glasgow. 
Susanna, however, remained in America. She never married and eventually she settled in New 
York. When Sarah and her husband died in Scotland, their property passed to Susanna, “the only 
sister and heir at law.”527 
How was it that Copley had come to own Susanna Cunningham’s property? Depositions 
revealed that the estate’s administrator, Peter Chardon, had mismanaged the family’s estate for 
decades. He overlooked Susanna and Sarah’s inheritance. In 1769, Chardon mistakenly 
identified the Charles River tract as part of Cunningham’s leftover estate and attempted to sell it 
to Copley.528 From the start, the Chardon-Copley sale was riddled with obstacles. Before his 
death, Nathaniel Cunningham leased the Charles River tract to various tenants, including the 
Bannister family, who lived in a “house and land situate on the . . . Common.”529 Chardon, under 
“threat of public notoriety . . . was oblig’d to advertise the . . . property for sale” and to give the 
Bannisters the opportunity, if they wished, to purchase the property they had rented from the 
                                               
526 Writ of Susanna Cunningham v. Harrison Gray Otis, U.S. Circuit Court, 1812, folder 2.9: Court Cases, 
Writs, Cunningham v. Otis, 1812, Harrison Gray Otis Professional Papers, MS020, HNE. 
 
527 Writ of Susanna Cunningham v. Harrison Gray Otis, 1812, Otis Professional Papers, HNE.  
 
528 Deposition of John Singleton Copley, January 22, 1812, folder O.B. 5.6: Depositions, 1812-1835, Otis 
Professional Papers, HNE. 
 
529 Deposition of John Singleton Copley, January 22, 1812, Otis Professional Papers, HNE. 
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Cunninghams. Whether Chardon ever followed through on his legal obligation to advertise the 
property is uncertain. But a few weeks later, Chardon approached Copley about the sale. “No 
person had offered to give him [as] much” money as Copley had offered. Thus, in 1769 Copley 
purchased the Cunningham tract for £160. 
About twenty-five years later, between 1795 and 1797, Copley sold off parcels of the 
land to the real estate corporation, the Mount Vernon Proprietors, believing he was the legal 
owner “with the good right to sell . . . the premises.”530 From 1797 to 1812, the Mount Vernon 
Proprietors pulled down hills on the property that “descended by very steep declivities . . . 
towards the water, where they ended in a steep bank constantly washed by the tide.” On the 
newly graded land, the Proprietors planned “to make improvements on it, which they continued 
from year to year.”531 They constructed the steep, gridded streets and rows of stately brick 
buildings that would come to comprise Beacon Hill.  
It is unclear how Susanna Cunningham heard that the Mount Vernon Proprietors illegally 
improved her property. Presumably, she read about it in the newspaper, as the development 
generated a great deal of publicity for its scale and grandeur. In 1812 she sued the Proprietors, 
claiming that Copley never had the right to sell them the land in the first place. Susanna and the 
Court demanded that Copley present his deed to the Cunningham property. 
Though Copley had in his possession “a Book in which there is an entry in his own hand 
writing about the price of said purchase,” the exact piece of paper attesting to his legal claim on 
the property was missing. He had a “distinct recollection of the circumstances attending 
                                               
530 Conveyances of John Singleton Copley to the Mount Vernon Proprietors, June 17, 1795, January 10, 
1796, and April 17, 1797 in folder 6.1: Conveyances, 1795-1815 and folder 6.5: Conveyances, 1794-1814, Otis 
Professional Papers, HNE. 
 
531 Deposition in Perpetuam of William Taylor [surveyor for the Mount Vernon Proprietors], June 4, 1836, 
folder O.B. 5.6: Depositions, Otis Professional Papers, HNE.  
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payment” and remembered that Chardon, “a very exact man . . . brought scales with him for the 
purpose of weighing the Money.” Copley explained that in 1774 he carried the deed with him to 
England, leaving all his “papers and writings there in the custody of his wife.” He requested that 
his friend Henry Pelham bring his papers to America. At the custom house, officials stopped 
Pelham and seized Copley’s papers. Despite “repeated applications” for his papers, he “never 
obtained the restoration of them.” The deed, in short, was lost.  
In her suit against the Proprietors, Susanna demanded $500 in damages, yet it appears 
that the Proprietors settled with her out of court. In August 1812, Susanna dropped the charges 
against them citing “a valuable and satisfactory” payment of only five dollars.532 Why did 
Susanna drop her case, especially for such a small sum? Perhaps she reckoned the Court would 
not rule in her favor. The Beacon Hill development had been progressing without much 
pushback for a decade. With construction underway, plots divided, and shoreline flats filled in, 
there was little chance for Susanna to reclaim what was rightfully hers. In the face of the mighty 
corporation, five dollars was her only consolation. Moreover, Susanna was the sole public 
detractor to the improvement. As the Mount Vernon surveyor William Taylor described in court, 
“I do not know of their ever being disturbed” in the construction process “except in the case of 
Mrs. Cunningham.”533 Susannah Cunningham’s experience speaks to an extensive process of 
corporate consolidation at work in early-national Boston. Her interactions with the Mount 
Vernon Proprietors reveal how estate managers and corporations often engaged in property 
transactions at the expense of the rightful female heirs.  
                                               
532 Conveyance of Susanna Cunningham to the Mount Vernon Proprietors, August 17, 1812; Power of 
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Finding Opportunity in the Midst of Corporate Consolidation 
Though Boston women struggled to confront corporate improvement through the courts, 
they could exercise control in the ways that they rented, occupied, and used the buildings once 
completed. For some women in Boston, corporate development may have bolstered their 
business opportunities. The construction of new streets and buildings allowed female 
boardinghouse keepers and business owners to take advantage of growing rental opportunities 
available at the water’s edge. Because these women tended to rent rather than own real estate, 
they could move from place to place and landlord to landlord, seeking cheaper rents or broader 
customer bases. Corporate improvement may have provided these women with a greater freedom 
of choice.  
Broad Street—the corporately-financed street adjacent to the newly constructed India 
Wharf—attracted a wide spectrum of the town’s population. The 1820 City Directory lists an 
array of residences and occupations, including merchants, physicians, hairdressers, apothecaries, 
sailors, stevedores, and laborers. Widow Abigail Stone operated a ladies’ boardinghouse at 108 
Broad Street with two documented tenants, Mary Lawrence and Elizabeth Sears.534 Since 
Abigail’s name only appears in city directories, we can only speculate as to how she came to 
occupy this house. She may have rented the house from “slop shop” owner Daniel Badger, who 
lived at 108 Broad Street in 1818.535 By 1821, Abigail moved her boardinghouse business to 
Purchase Street.536  
                                               
534 Boston City Directory of 1820, Boston Athenaeum Digital Collections, accessed July 21, 2016, 
http://cdm.bostonathenaeum.org/cdm/landingpage/collection/p16057coll32, 136, 184, 196.  
 
535 Boston City Directory of 1818, Boston Athenaeum Digital Collections, accessed Jul 21, 2016, 
http://cdm.bostonathenaeum.org/cdm/landingpage/collection/p16057coll32, 33. The 1821 directory lists Abigail as 
“widow of Samuel,” so we know for certain she was not Badger’s wife and therefore did not inherit the property.  
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Though the Broad Street Associates intended the stores to be used solely as retail, office, 
and storage, city directories suggest that some poor and middling Bostonians conceived of 
different uses for these spaces. Some women rented the upper stories and cellars to run as 
boardinghouses. Occupants listed their Broad Street dwellings as located in the “back” of a 
particular store, gesturing to the spatial relationship between the merchant offices in the front of 
the upper story and the storage-turned-rental space in the back. Widow Bordman ran a 
boardinghouse on India Wharf, located above W.B. Moffit & Co.’s West India Goods shop. 
Indeed, these boardinghouses would have provided much-needed housing for mariners and 
laborers stationed on the docks.537 On other streets adjacent to the town’s growing wharves, 
women took advantage of new buildings and spaces from which to run their businesses. 
Elizabeth Brewer ran her boarding and porterhouse at the “head of Hancock’s Wharf.”538 Widow 
Lucy Barnes ran a boardinghouse on the Philadelphia Packet Wharf, which she rented from 
Edmund Oliver, merchant and owner of Eustis Wharf, worth $500.539 Tucked within and behind 
these monumental buildings and avenues were the city’s ordinary sorts—the women who sought 
a modicum of access to the newly corporatized waterfront through rental properties.  
Whereas in the eighteenth-century a woman boardinghouse keeper might have paid her 
rent to a female landlord, by the early nineteenth-century, female boardinghouse keepers rented 
overwhelmingly from male landlords. Hannah Singleton’s story offers a glimpse into the ways 
women struggled to navigate renting property and maintaining a business in early-national 
                                               
536 Boston Tax Payers, 224. 
 
537 Boston City Directory of 1821, Boston Athanaeum Digital Collections, accessed March 2, 2017, 
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538 Boston Tax Payers, 50, 53. 
 
539 Boston Tax Payers, 37, 49, 131.  
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Boston. She rented a house from Francis Cabot Lowell, a key investor in Boston’s waterfront 
improvements, and she found the expanding rental market socially complex and financially 
restrictive. Hannah’s name appears only once in city directories: in 1803 she lived at 52 Hanover 
Street.540 By 1805, Hannah moved to a house on Nassau Street that she rented from Lowell. In 
this rental house, Hannah tried her hand at running a boardinghouse. But soon her lease was up, 
the rent was due, and she could not pay her bills. 
Hannah penned Lowell a letter explaining her situation. “House keeping,” as she called 
the boardinghouse business, was burdensome, with ready money in short supply. “I’m very 
sorry,” she wrote, “it is not in my power to pay the rent immediately.” She assured Lowell that 
he could “rely on having the money in the course of a few days” and fretted that her present 
circumstances simply could not free her of the need to take in boarders. Instead, Hannah was 
“under the Necessity of getting a larger [house] to accommodate more boarders.” She needed to 
break her lease. She hoped that Lowell would allow her “to remain in the house until [she could] 
get another.” Hannah, aware that Lowell, her landlord, held the upper hand, pleaded, “I rely on 
your goodness & hope you will not distress me.”541 In this brief, one-sided exchange we see how 
Hannah Singleton attempted to navigate the fluctuating real estate market in Boston as she found 
herself beholden to a male landlord. Hannah’s situation was particularly fraught as she struggled 
to make ends meet and sought Lowell’s sanction to break her lease. The sources do not reveal 
Hannah Singleton’s fate. It is possible that she married. The 1806 tax assessment lists a woman 
                                               
540 Boston City Directory of 1803, Boston Athenaeum Digital Collections, accessed July 21, 2016, 
http://cdm.bostonathenaeum.org/cdm/landingpage/collection/p16057coll32, 21, 83, 111, 113, 115. It is unclear 
whether Hannah’s home at 52 Hanover Street was a boardinghouse. Curiously though, a group of women resided 
next door at 50 Hanover Street: Sarah Blodget, Mary Jones “retailer,” Abigail Shepard, and Sarah Snow.  
 
541 Hannah Singleton to Francis Cabot Lowell, September 5, 1805 and August 1-17, 1805, FCL, MHS.  
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named Hannah Doane on Nassau Street (the same street as Hannah Singleton’s boardinghouse). 
Hannah Doane was married to merchant Samuel Doane who had a shop on Long Wharf.542 
Unlike male property owners who had the option to buy or build property elsewhere in 
Boston, many women had no such choice. For married women this was especially complicated 
since the laws of coverture dictated their property rights. Though male proprietors might 
confront the logistical hassle of selling a property to a corporation, or the economic hardship of 
Town Selectmen invoking eminent domain to seize their waterfront proprieties on behalf of 
corporations, male proprietors could still pack up and move elsewhere in town. Female 
proprietors, on the other hand, found themselves tangled in the complex web of deeds, titles, and 
estate records when it came to waterfront real estate. On the increasingly corporatized waterfront 
of early-national Boston, female property-ownership sat outside the bounds of respectable, 
permissible behavior. Though women reinserted themselves into the buildings, streets, and 
structures of the growing port town as occupants and renters, their days as independent owners 
and renters along the waterfront had largely come to an end by the 1820s. In the decades to 
follow, Boston’s waterfront real estate corporations continued to consolidate the harbor. Their 
efforts were mirrored by merchant elites elsewhere in American port cities, who pooled their 
resources to fund not only buildings and streetscapes, but also international shipping ventures to 
distant ports, including Canton, China. Over the course of the nineteenth century, as the real 
estate landscape of American ports consolidated in the hands of a few elite merchants, the 
architectural forms of these ports soon followed suit with the emergence of standardized 




                                               





Fig. 4.1 Little visual evidence exists documenting the layout of Rowe’s Wharf in the eighteenth 
century. This map from 1887 shows that the wharf boasted a large warehouse, smaller stores, and 
additional sheds and storage space. (Map by S.C. Ellis. “Plan of Rowe’s Wharf.” Norma B. 








Fig. 4.3 Painting by Robert Feke. “Portrait of Hannah Speakman Rowe.” [1748]. Oil on canvas. 









Fig. 4.5 This plate from Samuel Chester Clough’s Atlas of Boston Neighborhoods details, in red, 
the location of Katherine and Deborah Jefferies’ properties in 1798. Yellow highlights indicate 
additional female property owners. (Plate by Samuel Chester Clough. Plate 3200. Atlas of Boston 




Fig. 4.6 This plate from Samuel Chester Clough’s Atlas of Boston Neighborhoods details, in red, 
the location of Dorcas and Ann Hyter’s properties in 1798. Yellow highlights indicate additional 
female property owners. (Plate by Samuel Chester Clough. “Plate 900.” Atlas of Boston 




Fig. 4.7 This plate from Samuel Chester Clough’s Atlas of Boston Neighborhoods details, in red, 
the location of Mary Lobb’s property in 1798. Yellow highlights indicate additional female 
property owners. (Plate by Samuel Chester Clough. “Plate 900.” Atlas of Boston Neighborhoods. 




Fig. 4.8 This plate from Samuel Chester Clough’s Atlas of Boston Neighborhoods details, in red, 
the location of Mary Rand’s property in 1798. Yellow highlights indicate additional female 
property owners. (Plate by Samuel Chester Clough. “Plate 1200a.” Atlas of Boston 





Improvement at Home and Abroad: Neoclassical Architecture and the Rise of a 
National Warehouse Aesthetic, 1800 to 1846 
 
America’s continued economic dependency on and emulation of the British Empire 
shaped the infrastructure of waterfront landscapes around the globe. It pushed American 
merchants to consider new legislation, financial instruments, and built forms to streamline and 
consolidate trade on a global scale.543 In the 1790s and early 1800s, America found itself in the 
midst of what historian James Fichter has described as “a bizarrely competitive and cooperative” 
trade relationship with Great Britain.544 The countries needed each other’s ports, warehouses, 
and consumer goods to meet demand at home and abroad, while they also engaged in ruthless 
competition for overseas markets, including the East and West Indies.545  
Throughout the early-national period, American cities embraced these enduring British 
trade links through a shared architectural heritage of neoclassicism, reflected in port 
infrastructure at home and abroad. This architectural style traditionally adorned domestic 
structures and public buildings. By the early national period, however, builders increasingly 
applied neoclassical forms to utilitarian structures, such as warehouses and commercial 
buildings. They constructed spaces to facilitate these trade relationships in North American cities 
and in faraway ports, including Canton, China. Consumer goods also highlighted this 
architectural connection through the buildings depicted on ceramic bowls, ladies’ fans, or in fine 
art. The purchase and display of exotic goods helped build the public’s trust in America’s trading 
                                               
543 Bernard Bailyn, Atlantic History: Concepts and Contours (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
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545 Fichter, So Great a Proffit, 2.  
 227 
ventures in the East and West Indies and made neoclassicism an understood part of nineteenth-
century waterfront infrastructure.546  
Over time, merchants in Boston, New York, Philadelphia, and Charleston—as well as in 
emerging ports of Baltimore, Savannah, and New Orleans—developed business ties across city 
and state lines that bolstered their confidence in overseas trade. Their efforts culminated at the 
federal level in the passage of the Warehousing Act of 1846. This act not only streamlined how 
merchants throughout American port cities could store, ship, and pay for their goods, but also 
ushered in a new era of waterfront improvement toward the increasingly standardized brick 
warehouse form.  
  
                                               
546 Hugh Morrison, Early American Architecture: From the First Colonial Settlements to the National 
Period (New York: Oxford University Press, 1952), 566-567. See also, Bushman, The Refinement of America; 
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houses, and exchange buildings imposed a rational order on buildings dedicated to the irrationality of the market 
economy. As such, this chapter focuses on how the neoclassical revival expressed the continued trade interests and 
economic aspirations of American merchants in cities along the Atlantic coast. 
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The Turmoil of War in Europe and American Speculative Adventures at Sea 
In the early national period, American merchants remained intimately tied to the trade 
networks established between North America and Europe well-before independence.547 The 
tumultuous political environment of the French Revolution and Napoleonic Wars paved the way 
for merchants in Boston, New York, Philadelphia, and Charleston—as well as emerging ports 
along the Mississippi River and Gulf Coast—to trade independently in the East and West Indies.  
Before the Revolution, New England merchants depended on West Indies plantations to 
buy their staple exports, such as oils, candles, fish, livestock, and wood. Merchants used the 
profits gained from these exports to pay their debts to London creditors and to fill their homes 
with the trappings and trimmings of genteel society. Between 1783 and 1795, following the 
Revolution, England barred America from trade with the British West Indies. American 
merchants found ways to evade this law by smuggling goods to Jamaica and Barbados through 
Dutch, French, and Spanish ports.548 “[T]he commerce of the West India islands is a part of the 
American system of commerce,” commented John Adams. “They can neither do without us, nor 
we without them . . . If the governments forbid [trade between the regions], it will carry on 
clandestinely.”549 In 1795, the Jay Treaty allowed American merchants a limited entry back into 
the British West Indies.550 During the Napoleonic wars, northern and southern merchants made a 
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name for themselves as “re-exporters”—importing goods from Europe and shipping those goods 
to the Caribbean. Between 1790 and 1812, New England merchants, in particular, were the 
“principle carriers” of goods between Europe and the West Indies. Between twenty- to fifty-
percent of all United States imports during this period were resold abroad to Europe and the 
Caribbean.551 Charleston, on the other hand, maintained its cultural and trade relations with the 
West Indies through its increasing dependence on the economics of slave labor. American cities 
maintained an economic, social, and architectural connections to the British Empire and Europe 
despite severed political ties.  
This period also witnessed America’s foray into new foreign markets. No longer held to 
the British East India Company monopoly, American merchants seized upon their independence 
to venture to the East Indies.552 They set their sights on uncharted economic prospects before 
peace had been formally declared, expressing “an optimistic . . . economic exuberance.”553 
Following the war, they turned a speculative-eye to Canton, China.554 Merchants embraced “free 
trade” ideology as both a patriotic statement against monarchy and as a political maneuver to 
allow Americans access to more global goods and capital.555 But international banking and 
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exchange systems further reinforced this codependent relationship. American merchants sought 
London’s financial and commercial connections to legitimize their credit in foreign ports. 
English banks were the middlemen, as American merchants exchanged their cargo for bills of 
exchange in London and then used those bills to trade in foreign ports. London, on the other 
hand, needed American ports to provide a market for English-made goods.556  
 “Americans were preoccupied with an aristocratic past,” writes historian Richard 
Bushman, “at the same time as they were rushing into a democratic and capitalistic future.”557 As 
the stories that follow illustrate, this combination of long-standing Atlantic-world relationships 
and the emergence of new trade networks in Asia had distinct consequences for the American 
built environment, consumer tastes, and the oversight of expanding global trade. Though trade in 
the East and West Indies helped distinguish American ports on a worldwide scale, it also 
reinforced America’s adherence to neoclassical taste and customs—an architectural language 
inherited from Great Britain. Simultaneously, American merchants in northern and southern 
ports observed how the British bonded warehouse form—in which merchants could store goods 
inside customs-controlled structures and not become liable for duties until they found a suitable 
market for sale or re-export—allowed for greater oversight and higher profits. By embracing the 
architectural and material culture trappings of Anglo-gentility, Americans attempted to build a 
foundation from which to develop economically. By the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
centuries, Americans were not satisfied with mere emulation; they recognized they could also 
compete economically with England through international trade and exchange.558  
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The Broader Caribbean: Charleston, South Carolina and Falmouth, Jamaica 
America’s fascination with and dependence on the British Empire was not confined 
solely to the London metropole. It also appeared in the built environment of major slaveholding 
ports in the Greater Caribbean, such as Falmouth, Jamaica and Charleston, South Carolina. Webs 
of mercantile exchange, wealth and refinement, and urban slavery shaped Charleston and 
Jamaica’s port economies. These connections help explain why American cities retained an 
architectural aesthetic that conformed to a British neoclassical tradition long after independence. 
559 
Historians have only recently begun to explore how independence both challenged and 
strengthened Charleston and Jamaica’s socioeconomic relationship following the Revolution. 
Focusing on the links between the ports’ slave economies and built environments, scholars have 
argued that Charleston and Jamaica constitute a “legitimate type of urban place,” distinct from 
the built environments emerging elsewhere in the United States and Great Britain. The Greater 
Caribbean reflected the priorities and aspirations of merchants who depended on slavery for their 
success and social status.560 Charleston, in particular, became the “regional distribution center” 
for goods moving throughout the Atlantic world, especially between Great Britain and the West 
Indies. Exploring the architectural similarities between merchant landscapes in Falmouth and 
Charleston, we can see how the neoclassical vernacular reinforced the Greater Caribbean’s 
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commitment to British fashion and taste, while simultaneously proclaiming its place in an 
economic system deeply entrenched in the southern and West Indian slave economies.  
 When Jamaican planter and merchant Edward Barrett died in 1799, his will referenced 
the “various lands and wharfage” he owned in Falmouth.561 Barrett’s property holdings were part 
of Falmouth’s transformation from a small collection of waterfront villages to a bustling town 
that quickly rivaled the colony’s capital in Kingston. The port blossomed in just a few short 
years. In 1769, local planter and merchant Thomas Reid established “Reid Town” on a tract of 
land adjacent to the Martha Brae River. In 1770, Edward Barrett followed suit, subdividing his 
massive landholdings along the nearby Palmetto Point into another settlement called “Barrett 
Town.” In 1770, the Jamaican House of Assembly incorporated both Reid Town and Barrett 
Town into a new parish, or county, called Trelawny. Soon after, both Reid and Barrett sold their 
lands to the Jamaican government and established “the place called . . . Falmouth.”562  
 Falmouth’s waterfront continued to reflect its heritage as the confluence of the two towns 
well into the nineteenth century. It grew outwards from Water Square—a triangular tract of 
commercial space located at the terminus of Reid and Barrett Town’s misaligned grids. Market 
Street, the town’s central avenue, was once the principal road through Barrett’s Town. As 
Falmouth grew and prospered in the 1780s and 1790s, the merchant-planter class continued to 
dictate the architectural and spatial development of the port.563  
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 In 1799, Barrett’s son-in-law, Charles Moulton, constructed a two-story shop and 
residence at the foot of Market Street.564 It soon earned a reputation as one of the finest houses 
and shops in Falmouth, and it set a precedent for merchant buildings that came to define the port 
town and others like it throughout Jamaica in the early nineteenth century. Customers 
approached this shop from Market Street and encountered a building that dwarfed all other 
structures around it. Moulton’s shop stood fifty-feet wide by sixty-feet deep and boasted a 
ground-floor masonry store filled with goods from around the world. Stepping out of the hot 
Jamaican sun, visitors could stand under a shaded colonnade, supported by six hard-wood 
columns. They entered the shop by way of three double doors, evenly spaced between four 
windows. This fenestration provided both a welcoming entry and filled the space with light and 
air—a much-needed ventilation system in the Caribbean climate. The ground-floor limestone 
walls proclaimed elegance and style; jack-arches over the doors and windows and a centrally 
located key-stone gestured to the builder’s architectural skill and the goods held within. Inside, 
customers encountered an open ground-floor chamber, bisected by a longitudinal row of 
columns. The columns supported the upper story and created a visual distinction between the 
commercial space in front and the storage space in the back. [Fig. 5.1] 
Visitors wishing to call upon Charles Moulton or his family would have accessed the 
second-story living quarters by way of a small, wooden staircase located in the back corner of 
the first-floor chamber. Moulton’s cadre of enslaved domestic workers reached the upper story 
by way of an exterior open-air staircase to the rear of the building. Upstairs, Moulton’s living 
quarters provided an elevated vantage point from which to observe the docks across the street. 
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Stepping out onto an iron balcony located on top of the ground floor’s colonnaded entryway, 
Moulton could look out over the harbor and witness the movement of goods on and off ships—
labor performed by his large team of enslaved dockworkers. From his living quarters, he could 
supervise the activities of his laborers in a detached kitchen and array of outbuildings. 
Visitors would have understood the store’s relationship to Barrett’s wharf. This landscape 
created a “collective space that was greater than the sum of its parts,” to quote architectural 
historian Louis Nelson, and one of those parts included the international trade networks of the 
broader Atlantic world.565 The proximity of these shop-house buildings like Moulton’s to the 
hustle and bustle of Falmouth’s wharf district is depicted in a painting of the port by a Jamaican 
artist in 1800. Two-story buildings line Market Street. Black men and women, most likely 
enslaved, lounge under ground-floor colonnades. Customers enter the shops to buy the goods. In 
the street, laborers stack barrels on carts. One the second stories of these buildings, shutters and 
curtains cover the exterior porches. In the distance, a tall ship’s mast looms over the scene, 
suggesting the arrival of cargo from distant lands that workers will soon unload and deliver to 
these local businesses and homes. [Fig. 5.2] 
Charleston, South Carolina also boasted distinct architectural spaces that referenced its 
place in the broader Caribbean. In the 1780s and 90s, the city served as an important hub for 
British and West-Indian merchants who lived in town while abroad on business. Their presence 
and the goods they sold reinforced Charleston’s continued ties to both metropolitan London and 
colonial Jamaica.566 Charleston’s residents expressed a continued “admiration for the 
monarchical institutions of the English model” and they built structures that reflected this 
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sentiment. Some Charlestonians lamented as late as 1861 that they “would go back to-morrow if 
we could” to “British habits and customs.”567 Indeed, this affinity for British custom arguably 
assumed mythic proportions in the early-national period and reinforced a Southern cultural ideal 
of the “aristocrat” who enjoyed “intellectual pursuits that served refined society.”568 
Charleston’s built environment boasted a layout, street names, and public buildings such as 
courthouses, churches, and libraries that conformed to the spatial layout familiar to English-built 
cities throughout North America. In the early-national period, Charleston residents witnessed the 
construction of new domestic and commercial buildings that retained this English neoclassical 
language with heightened attention to proportionality, ornament, and detail.569 Despite the 
aesthetic connections to metropolitan London, visitors to Charleston also remarked that the city 
was an “exotic place.” Its lush greenery and semi-tropical climate made it “more resemble a 
West Indian than American city.” 570  
Basil Hall, an Englishman who traveled to Charleston in 1827, observed, “What gives 
Charleston its peculiar character is the verandah, or piazza, which embraces the house.”571 He 
referenced the iconic “single house,” a popular domestic building type in which a house’s narrow 
gable-end faced the street, the main entrance faced the center of the lot, and a piazza ran along 
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one side of the house. Situated on a long, narrow lot, the single house had multiple outbuildings 
in a rear yard and was encircled by a wall or fence.572 Architectural historians have concluded 
that this piazza-form probably originated in Barbados and have traced the piazza-house’s earliest 
reference to Richard Ligon’s 1657 publication A True and Exact History of the Island of 
Barbados. Ligon, an Englishman who arrived in Barbados in the 1640s hoping to establish a 
plantation, complained of the built environment he encountered on the island. “The Inhabitants,” 
he wrote, “build their dwellings, rather like stoves, then [sic] houses.” They constructed timber-
frame houses with “low rooft [sic] keeping out the wind, letting in the sun.” Ligon proposed to 
“contrive a house so, as no one shall have just cause to complaine [sic] of any excessive heat.” 
He designed a structure of “the greatest beauty that can be look’t [sic] on” using palmetto leaves 
to create a shaded porch “between the sun and the house” so that “very little heat shall be felt, in 
any time of the day.”573 Architectural historians suggest that Charlestonians, having traveled to 
and traded with these Caribbean islands in the seventeenth through eighteenth century, 
appropriated the open-air design to mitigate the city’s summer heat.574 [Fig. 5.3] The 
architectural similarities the West Indies and Charleston illustrate the ways in which the 
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Emulation and Competition in the East Indies 
 
Emulation of and competition with Great Britain went beyond the West Indies and could 
also be felt in the trade relationships Americans developed in the East Indies. During the 
Napoleonic Wars, American merchants seized upon the political turmoil between Britain and 
France to seek new overseas markets, especially in Canton, China—the only Chinese port open 
to Western traders in this era. Entry into East Indies trade pushed American merchants to 
develop business ties across city, state, and national lines to fund large-scale trading ventures 
abroad. Merchants pooled financial resources to engage with Chinese merchants on an 
independent stage. The China trade demonstrated to American merchants that it was possible—
and profitable—to build networks of trust and collaboration and to seek new economic 
opportunities abroad.575 American merchants saw their trading activities as a collective national 
enterprise with global implications.  
 A journey between North America and China surpassed the ocean-going voyages 
American merchants had grown accustomed to in the colonial period. Whereas ventures to the 
West Indies typically took about a month to complete and cost about $20,000 to finance, East 
Indies voyages could take up to a year, and cost approximately $120,000.576 These constraints, 
however, did not prevent merchants from reaping financial benefits. American demand for such 
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staple goods as tea, porcelain, silks, and spices made East-Indies ventures well-worth the 
financial risk. In the 1780s and 1790s, merchants in Boston, New York, and Philadelphia 
funneled capital into even greater trade with China and expanded social networks. 
Merchants in Boston, New York, and Philadelphia could each lay claim to the 
commercial launch and success of the Empress of China, the first American vessel to complete a 
round-trip voyage to China. The vessel, first named Angelica, was built in Boston in 1783. She 
launched and returned to the port of New York. Throughout her journey Manhattan merchants 
monitored her progress. Connecticut merchant John Ledyard, the New York merchant firm of 
Daniel Parker and Company, and Philadelphia merchant Robert Morris financed the venture.577 
Philadelphia merchants also provided her crew and her cargo—comprised of fur pelts, ginseng 
root, and Spanish silver dollars.578  
On February 22, 1784, the Empress of China set sail from New York’s East River, 
proclaiming her place as “the first ship from this new nation to that rich and distant part of the 
world.”579 When the Empress arrived in the Pearl River Delta in August of 1784, traders 
exchanged the pelts, ginseng, and currency onboard for all manner of Chinese goods. They 
acquired silks, wallpaper, fans, “several hundred tons of tea and fifty tons of ‘Chinaware’”—a 
particular type of ceramic manufactured in China specifically for Western consumers.580 When 
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the vessel returned to New York, the voyage realized a profit between $30,000 and $40,000 for 
investors—a thirty-percent return.581  
Over the course of the early nineteenth century, merchants in Boston, New York, and 
Philadelphia—as well as smaller regional ports in New England and the mid-Atlantic—
continued to fund East Indies ventures. Soon, the ports could boast a rising generation of 
merchants who had made their fortunes trading with China. In Boston, Thomas Handasyd 
Perkins’s firm became one of the most lucrative trading enterprises in America.582 In New York, 
Thomas H. Smith, described by his contemporaries as “the greatest tea merchant of the day,” 
constructed an enormous wharf complex and tea emporium on South Street. He also built a series 
of “immense brick stores” in Perth Amboy, New Jersey to hold his East Indies cargo.583 
Philadelphia merchant Stephen Girard became so successful in the opium trade that he built a 
fleet of ships that could carry cargoes worth an average of $250,000.584  
The journey from North America to Canton was demanding. Philadelphia vessels bound 
for China often sailed around Africa’s Cape of Good Hope, sometimes making additional stops 
in Charleston or Liverpool to acquire West India goods. Vessels from Salem and Boston traveled 
with cargos of New England goods, such as salted fish and timber. These ships made 
intermediary stops in such ports as Cape Town, the Falkland Islands in Argentina, or along the 
Indian coast to acquire additional items to trade in Canton.  
                                               
581 John M. Belohlavek, “Economic Interest Groups and the Formation of Foreign Policy in the Early 
Republic,” Journal of the Early Republic 14, no. 4 (Winter 1994): 477; Jonathan Goldstein, “Philadelphia’s Old 
China Trade and Early American Images of China,” Pennsylvania Legacies 12, no. 1 (May 2012): 7. 
 
582 Van, “Free Trade and Family Values,” 1.  
 
583 Walter Barrett, The Old Merchants of New York City (New York: Carleton, 1863), 33.  
 
584 Goldstein, “Philadelphia’s Old China Trade and Early American Images of China,” 8. 
 
 240 
Upon arrival at the Pearl River Delta, merchants first stopped at the Portuguese port of 
Macao to apply for trading permits and hire local pilots to guide their ship’s passage up the 
narrow river. If traveling with families, merchants secured housing for them in Macao because 
the Chinese government forbade women and children from entering the merchant compound at 
Canton. Families stayed behind while the men continued on their trading voyage. Merchants 
stopped next at Bocca Tigris to pay customs duties. Upon approach to Canton, Western vessels 
anchored at Wampoa Island—the limit of ocean-going navigation on the Pearl River and the 
deepest anchorage available for vessels in the vicinity of the Chinese city. Ships’ captains hired 
pilot boats to shuttle cargo back and forth from Wampoa Island to Canton. Chinese customs 
officials surveilled Western vessels and discouraged smuggling. The customs official, called the 
Hoppo, had an elaborate boat from which he collected duties from the Western merchants.585  
Traveling up the Pearl River, merchants passed agricultural lands and small market 
towns, but nothing compared to the vibrant trading city they encountered in Canton. In the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, the Chinese organized their cities into distinct sections, 
each dedicated to a specific purpose. In the northern, central district, the Cantonese constructed a 
tall, five-story watchtower and official government headquarters that overlooked the city to the 
south. The city’s core, divided into the “Old” and “New” section, was encircled by a tall stone 
wall and subdivided into residential areas, each with an entry gate. Though the city center 
boasted some market stalls, most trading activities took place outside the city walls in the 
mercantile district, or “Foreign Quarter,” between the Pearl River and the New City. 586 [Fig. 5.4] 
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American merchants’ arrival in the 1780s and 90s coincided with the “first phase of long-
term Western habitation” in China. Here in the mercantile district, merchants established a 
Western community, which acquired the trappings of neoclassical architecture familiar to 
European and North American ports.587 Merchants rented two- and three-story structures called 
“factories,” which offered a combination of residential, office, and warehouse space. The term 
“factory” derived not from “manufactory,” but from the old English word “factor,” or 
“commercial agent.” The Chinese called these buildings “hongs,” or shops. The structures 
stretched 1,000 feet along the Pearl River and became the seasonal business centers for European 
and American trade. The district soon earned the name “The Thirteen Factories,” referencing the 
various Western countries that conducted business in Canton, including Great Britain, Australia, 
the Netherlands, France, Spain, Sweden, and the United States.588  
In 1800, Rhode Island merchant Samuel Snow paid a local Cantonese builder $9,000 to 
construct a factory to server as a seasonal residence and warehouse for American merchants. By 
the winter of 1801, Snow had rented spaces inside to four merchants.589 The factories’ 
architectural design reflected the shared adherence to neoclassical aesthetics found in late-
eighteenth and early-nineteenth-century port landscapes of North America, Great Britain, and 
Europe. It also incorporated elements of the Chinese vernacular. The buildings were “hybrid” 
structures—an architectural blend of the local and western aesthetics. On the exterior, the 
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factories displayed neoclassical facades and details, which gave the appearance of European-
style buildings. These exterior “disguises,” as architectural historian Jonathan Farris has called 
them, were an applied mask of details—a false front to the factories that included columns, 
pediments, and second-story verandas—that obscured the Chinese interiors within. Some 
factories boasted grandiose exteriors that resembled the Italian-style piano nobile form of 
merchant buildings in Venice. Merchants from around the world distinguished their specific 
factories from others by flying the flag of their home country from prominent poles out front.590  
The building’s interior—with a combination of work, living, and storage space along a 
central corridor—gestured to the traditional Chinese mercantile tradition of a combined home 
and workplace. A hallway ran down the middle, with rooms on either side. The interior spaces 
showcased brick, tile, stone, and marble building materials. They incorporated bamboo woods 
and iron details on the doors and windows. Some of the rooms off the central corridor led to 
living spaces and offices, while others opened into interior courtyards. Teakwood staircases led 
to the merchant bedrooms and clerk offices on the second story. 
An 1805 painting of the Thirteen Factories by an unknown artist illustrates these 
neoclassical forms and signals the merchant activities happening along the Pearl River. The 
factories feature rusticated ground-floor columns and archways, and second-story verandas. 
Flags from various countries—the Netherlands, the United States, and Great Britain, for 
example—fly proudly on monumental poles. This view shows the movement of Western goods 
upon their arrival in Canton.591 Western and Chinese-style vessels crowd the harbor, as workers 
haul items to and from the waterfront warehouses. In this particular scene the artist omits the 
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walled city that loomed behind the factories, choosing instead to highlight only the Western 
features. [Fig. 5.5] 
Other views, such as a painting by an unknown Chinese artist from around 1800, place 
the merchant factories within the broader Cantonese landscape. Behind the bustling harbor and 
dockside of the factories, looms the crenelated stonewall that separates the Western trading zone 
from the city center. The watchtower stands tall in the background but is dwarfed by the Baiyun 
mountain range in the distance. This painting illustrates the close watch that Cantonese officials 
kept over Western merchants. All trade between Western countries and the city of Canton 
occurred under the control of the Chinese merchant guild, called the “co-hong.” This guild held a 
monopoly over Western trade and it was the only official mercantile body with authority to sell 
Chinese-made goods, collect taxes, and monitor the arrival and departure of western vessels.592 
[Fig. 5.6] 
A site plan of the Thirteen Factories from around 1825 shows the spatial appearance of 
Canton’s culturally-amalgamated waterfront. The factories sit adjacent to an open-air square on 
the banks of the Pearl River. The structures extend back towards Thirteen Factory Street. We see 
the interior spaces that conform to the Cantonese vernacular. [Fig. 5.7] Merchants arriving in 
Canton often commented on the links between the Chinese vernacular and the trappings of 
western neoclassicism. “Within this range of walls are the storerooms and rooms occupied by the 
. . . servants attached to the hong,” wrote merchant Fitch Taylor upon a visit to the American 
factory in 1837. The servants’ spaces “compris[ed] the basement . . . or ground floor,” while the 
second story featured “fine drawing-rooms and chambers, both spacious and airy, two requisites 
for comfort in this climate.”593 By 1839, the American presence in Canton was ubiquitous. 
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Chinese newspapers reported, “American ships were so numerous that they almost equaled those 
of England.”594 As the nineteenth century progressed, other travelers remarked on the 
architectural details. “Entrance to the rear Factories,” wrote one visitor to Canton in 1888, “was 
by arched passages running through those in front. The lower floors were occupied by counting-
rooms . . . and store rooms.” The visitor also observed “a massively built treasury of granite, with 
iron doors,” which served as a make-shift bank vault as there were “no banks in existence” in 
Canton. He also noticed that the second and third stories had “broad verandahs” and that the 
“buildings [were] put up with care.”595  
Canton’s trading season lasted less than six months, typically from August to January, 
and it was dictated largely by the arrival of monsoon season. Once all incoming cargo had been 
unloaded and stored, and lading had finished, merchants acquired an exit pass from the Hoppo 
and the vessel set sail back down the Pearl River toward Macao.596 Merchants who had rented 
homes in the Portuguese port reunited with their families. Many remained in Macao from 
February through July. Other merchants continued on the course back to the United States. 
The Thirteen Factories stood as a physical manifestation of the growing international 
relationships between Western and Cantonese merchants. During the Napoleonic Wars, as 
European presence in Canton declined, Chinese merchants grew increasingly eager to do 
business with Americans who arrived carrying in-demand goods. American merchants traded as 
independent agents, residing in Canton only during the trading season—a contrast to British 
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merchants who traded as representatives of the British East India Company. Every factory stood 
under the watchful eye of a particular Cantonese merchant. One of the most influential 
merchants was Wu Bingjian, or Houqua, the leader of the Cantonese co-hong in the early 
nineteenth century and the favored mercantile authority for American merchants. Houqua 
established mercantile ties with an array of American merchants, including Thomas Handasyd 
Perkins and Stephen Girard. Houqua took social and financial responsibility for this cadre of 
American merchants. He shared a respectful relationship with the Americans in Canton; they 
admired Houqua’s expertise so fondly that many hung portraits of him in their state-side 
homes.597 William Hunter, an American who spent his youth in Canton, reflected upon his 
relationship with the Cantonese merchants: “We found them honourable and reliable in all their 
dealings, faithful to their contracts, and large-minded.”598  
But Houqua was also a shrewd businessman, who understood that his responsibilities 
included managing the tremendous financial risks inherent to international trade. Co-hong rules 
stipulated that Houqua and the other Cantonese merchants were financially responsible for the 
Western foreigners under their care and liable for their debts to Chinese traders. Houqua became 
one of the most important trading partners for American merchants and he amassed a great deal 
of wealth. Upon his death, Houqua’s personal fortune was estimated at $26 million—a lofty sum 
when considering that Stephen Girard’s wealth was only $7 million at his death in 1831.599 The 
relationship between American and Cantonese merchants reflected the ascendancy of American 
trade abroad. This bourgeoning economic hold in the East Indies translated at home to growing 
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consumer culture and inter-state networks that sought to bolster and support future growth in 
Asian markets.  
A Global Empire of Goods: Port Landscapes as Consumer Goods in America and China 
The American public reaped the benefits of the expanding China trade through the 
plethora of consumer goods for sale in cities. Merchants returned with an array of exotic items, 
including fans, punch bowls, and fine art that featured artistic depictions of the Western factories 
and vessels that lined the Cantonese waterfront. Other objects, such as the seemingly 
omnipresent Willow patterned china, were not Chinese at all. Rather this pattern represented a 
Western appropriation by way of Britain of what American consumers imagined these spaces to 
look like. By examining how city landscapes were depicted in the consumer goods people 
bought and sold, we can see how merchants capitalized on consumer culture to bolster public 
support and confidence in overseas trade and to further support for waterfront improvement at 
home. American consumers learned about these exotic locations through views of the Canton 
waterfront depicted on imported goods. A proud display of American vessels in far-away ports 
and the neoclassical trappings of the Western factories, these objects helped Americans visualize 
their nation’s economic presence on a global scale and conceptualize the built environment’s role 
in advancing that presence.  
North American consumers first became acquainted with Chinese exports in the 
eighteenth century under the auspices of the British East India Company. Elite Americans could 
purchase porcelain bowls, known as “hong bowls,” featuring detailed harbor scenes. Often 
rendered with a slightly elevated perspective, the scenes illustrated the elaborate architecture of 
the Western trading compound as seen through Western artists’ eyes. The bowls depict such 
recognizable features as the factories, the European flags, and vessels. The bowls also feature 
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vegetation, human figures, and other decorative elements meant to evoke the exoticism of 
China.600 [Fig. 5.8]  
By the early-national period, women emerged as vital consumers of the ceramic goods 
bought by male merchants in faraway ports.601 Following the Empress of China’s voyage in 
1784, ladies clamored for decorative items showcasing the nation’s success abroad. They 
purchased fans with painted scenes of vessels anchoring in Wampoa and of the thirteen factories, 
featuring an American flag out front. 602 As American fascination with and consumer demand for 
these “exotic” landscapes grew, merchants imported an ever-increasing array of “China wares.” 
Prices soon dropped, allowing more American consumers to participate in the China trade. “AN 
elegant assortment of CHINA,” stated a 1790 ad for a shop on State-Street in Boston. “[A]s 
Cheap, or CHEAPER than any other Shop or Store in the State.”603 “Tea and Nankeens” for sale, 
proclaimed a 1804 New York ad.”604 In 1805, Philadelphia merchant Henry Orth announced, “A 
GENERAL ASSORTMENT of China . . . wares” to be sold “on the lowest terms for cash, or the 
usual credit.”605 These advertisements stemmed from the consumer flurry surrounding imported 
Asian goods. Americans purchased from China millions of yards of silk, hundreds of thousands 
of decorative fans, countless pieces of porcelain, and hundreds of chess sets made from carved 
pieces of red and white ivory.606 
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Ironically, some of the most ubiquitous China patterns purchased by American 
consumers came from Great Britain. British pottery companies, to meet consumer demand, 
produced transfer-printed wares featuring fanciful landscapes and scenes. Many of the most 
popular ceramics featured “Chinoiserie” patterns—designs that replicated elements of what 
Westerners called “the Chinese taste.”607 In the 1780s, British porcelain manufacturer Thomas 
Minton produced a pattern depicting a willow tree, a series of bridges with pedestrians crossing, 
a zig-zag fence, and flying birds that grew in popularity with American audiences and earned the 
name “the Willow pattern.”608 [Fig. 5.9] Minton shipped this pattern to manufactories in China, 
where pottery workers copied the pattern onto Chinese porcelain. American merchants then 
purchased these items from Chinese merchants and sent them home to American cities.609 These 
blue and white ceramics also became popular with ships’ captains. Heavy, non-perishable items, 
China wares could stack easily and serve as an alternative to ships’ ballast. On long ocean 
voyages, they protected the more valuable perishable items onboard, such as tea, spices, and 
silks. Americans purchased the scenes depicted on plates, bowls, saucers, and cups, “completely 
oblivious to the process of cross-fertilization with England that had brought about their 
formation.” 610 
As Americans demand for china increased, English potters also produced items featuring 
famous American landmarks, including civic buildings and city views. This tableware, which 
encompassed engravings and drawings recognizable to the general population,  allowed 
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Americans to view some of the world’s grandest and most recognizable spaces, whether or not 
they could visit those locations themselves.611 In 1819, a Boston resident—most likely a 
woman—purchased a blue Staffordshire teapot with a transfer-printed scene produced by the 
English pottery firm of Enoch Wood & Sons.612 Decorated with dark blue florets, a C-scroll 
handle, and small finial on top of its lid, this teapot would have fit well with the countless other 
wares for sale in America’s nineteenth-century cities. Most likely, the woman purchased this 
teapot as part of a set, along with cups and saucers, a coffee pot and slop bowl, and plates. By 
acquiring this teapot, she became one of the thousands of American purchases of English-
produced ceramics in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.  
Most transfer-printed ceramics featured recognizable places: The White House, state 
capitals, and iconic landscapes. However, this particular teapot paid a different iconographic 
tribute. Its transfer-printed scenes referenced the Boston harbor and the merchant spaces that had 
come to define the early-national city. On one side the teapot depicted Boston’s Exchange 
Coffee House—a hotel, coffee house, and commercial building that stood as the tallest structure 
in America from 1809 to 1818 when it burned to the ground in a massive fire.613 On the other 
side, the teapot showcased Boston’s India Wharf and its surrounding stores. The pottery artist 
emphasized the wharf’s architectural details, including its tripartite waterfront elevation and the 
ships docked in port. [Fig. 5.10 and Fig. 5.11] 
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Inside, this pot held tea—a sought-after commodity purchased by Western merchant 
firms in China. In Boston, this tea was stored in waterfront warehouses dedicated to the East 
Indies trade, such as India Wharf. It was purchased by merchants exchanging bills of credit at the 
Exchange Coffee House and it was shipped by these merchants to the ports and plantations of the 
West Indies. Contained within and displayed upon this Staffordshire teapot was an American 
web of international trade centered on the built environment of the waterfront. The teapot 
gestured to global trade networks that stretched to Great Britain, to the Caribbean, and to 
China—connections that had been carved physically into the landscape through the construction 
of warehouses, wharves, and merchant buildings. 
The waterfront spaces built by East Indies merchants in North America and China 
attempted to project an image of economic “confidence” on a grand, physical scale. Merchants 
who wanted to encourage public support for their ventures often turned to consumer culture as a 
tool to entice the public to imagine these infrastructural improvements as something desirable, 
valuable, and even beautiful. As historian Rachel Van has argued, “While Atlantic goods and 
markets, especially those of Britain, dominated the American economy, Asian . . . goods and 
markets played a disproportionate role in the American imagination.”614 Monumental displays of 
waterfront scenes in ceramics, paintings, and decorative items reinforced the role of the merchant 
as an influential economic actor and bolstered the public’s trust in waterfront improvement 
projects.  
  
                                               
614 Van, “Free Trade and Family Values,” 5.  
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Bonded Warehouses at Home and Abroad  
 
In the summer of 1797, American newspapers were abuzz with word of a major 
development underway in London. The New York, Philadelphia, and Charleston press reported 
that London’s West-India merchants intended to incorporate as the London Dock Company to 
build a massive wharf and warehouse complex on the Thames. “Should the West-India 
merchants succeed,” the author wrote, “they will be the most powerful mercantile body that was 
ever formed.” American audiences reading this account understood the economic competition 
and opportunity inherent to this cadre of English merchants. They noted the potential for such an 
act to produce an English economic force “more numerous than the nabobs and bankers put 
together.” In southern ports, merchants predicted the West-India development would “maintain . 
. . the slave trade” in the Caribbean. “What must be their power,” the author wondered, “when 
separate interests and influence can be brought into combination and directed to any particular 
object, political or commercial?”615  
The warehouse infrastructure speculated about in this 1797 article came to fruition in 
1799, when the British Parliament passed the West India Dock Act, authorizing the formation of 
private joint-stock companies to build and finance monumental wharf infrastructure along the 
Thames. This act ushered in a flurry of building on the part of absentee Jamaican sugar planters 
and London businessmen that culminated with the West India Docks on the Isle of Dogs.616 
From 1800 to 1806, the construction of the West India dock was the largest building project of 
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its kind in the world. News of its progress was printed in newspapers at home and abroad, and 
people were keenly aware of the capital necessary to get this project off the ground.617 Workers 
laid the cornerstone on Saturday, July 12, 1800. The Times of London reported that the spectators 
at “this magnificent Undertaking . . . gave three hearty cheers, and declared their best wishes for 
the [project’s] success.”618  
The impetus behind this massive dock complex stemmed from Britain’s growing 
dependence on West Indian sugar plantations and its lack of navigable trade routes in and out of 
London.619 English merchants and landowners faced two problems. One, time was money; the 
Thames’ congested ship traffic impeded the shipping speed and ultimate market value of West 
India goods. And two, the city lacked the warehouse and dock space to accommodate these 
goods. West India traders tended to suffer the worst financial consequences from these 
infrastructural impediments. Goods such as sugar, rum, and coffee tempted thieves. Not only 
could thieves profit from the goods’ high market value, but they could easily conceal their 
activities because the goods were consumables.620  
Deemed an “ornament to British Commerce,” the West India Dock complex was unlike 
anything constructed before in the British Atlantic.621 “Scarcely any contrivance of architecture 
could present to the eye a more magnificent scene,” remarked The Times in August of 1804. The 
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final wharf development “appear[ed] like a magnificent city.”622 The docks connected the Isle of 
the Dogs to the Middlesex portion of the Thames. The complex boasted two large entrance 
basins that ranged from fifteen to twenty-four acres. Ships within these basins proceeded through 
a system of locks into either the unloading or loading dock, each with the capacity to hold 
between 250 to 300 vessels. Ten warehouses, six stories tall, lined the unloading dock. Their 
foundations were supported by “numerous square pillars . . . to support the immense weight they 
[were] designed to receive.” “Loft boundary walls” encased the complex to prevent theft.623 The 
complex also boasted outbuildings necessary to meet the additional needs of such an extensive 
undertaking. 624 Merchants approached the dock along the grand Commercial Road and entered 
through the dock’s main entrance gates. Guards kept close watch over dockworkers’ arrival and 
departure, recording workers’ names and often searching their clothing for stolen items. Visitors 
wishing to visit and explore the docks needed special permission; only merchants and workers on 
official business could enter the complex.625 
Ralph Walker’s “Plan of the West India Docks” demonstrates the great complexity of this 
wharf development immediately following its completion. [Fig. 5.12] Walker’s plan highlights 
the project’s striking monumentality. The Commercial Road meets the docks to the west as it 
crosses Poplar Street, a thoroughfare lined with structures built to serve dock workers, including 
a chapel, alms house, town hall, and taverns. Two large entrance basins, marked “Inwards” and 
“Outwards,” receive ships carrying imports and exports. Two additional basins funnel and 
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contain water from the Thames. The primary focal point of Walker’s plan is the series of sugar 
warehouses that line the north side of the unloading dock—the crowning architectural gems in 
the entire dock complex. Their size, prominence, and location illustrate the vast wealth England 
gained from West Indies imports.  
Similarly, W. Daniell’s 1802 painting, “A View of the Proposed West India Docks and 
City Canal,” shows the docks in elevation. In the foreground, ships pass seamlessly through the 
entrance basin. [Fig. 5.13] To the northeast sits the monumental warehouses and the Commercial 
Road. Workers toil in the flats surrounding the dock complex, clearing away land for future 
development. These images depict scenes of ordered regularity, where merchants engage in 
international trade within a meticulously designed waterfront space. Ultimately London’s West 
India Wharf became an iconic symbol of the profitability and success of international trade.  
The West India Dock complex inspired warehouse construction in other British port 
cities, including Liverpool. Following the passage of the British Warehousing Act of 1803, 
Liverpool witnessed a flurry of building activity, particularly in the form of customs-controlled 
bonded warehouses.626 After a massive fire destroyed Liverpool’s waterfront in 1802, merchants 
rebuilt the dock district with an increasingly standardized warehouse form: monumental 
structures in which multiple merchants owned space within. Visitors remarked upon the 
“extraordinary magnitude of . . . warehouses” along the River Mersey. They noted “facility” with 
which workers “hoist . . . [goods] to the highest stories” and how “admirably” merchants 
“despatch [sic] business [from] one of the most convenient ports in the world.”627 In 1825, 
Parliament passed the Building Act intended to regulate warehouse design in favor of “simple, 
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sensible structural features” that made warehouses less prone to fire and theft. The act included 
stipulations for external and internal wall and floor thickness, and it mandated that builders 
construct partition walls with metal doors. Stairs had to be separated into distinct bays with 
windows.628 
The London “dock boom” captivated American audiences as well. In April of 1805, the 
Philadelphia press recounted the “particulars of the . . . great designs at the . . . West India dock,” 
specifying the “dimensions of those . . . stupendous works” and describing the Commercial road 
that ran from “the Royal Exchange to the entrance gate of the West India dock wall.”629 Others 
wrote about their journeys to London to see the docks. “It really is worth a trip across the 
Atlantic,” wrote Philadelphian Charles E. Cathrall in 1834, “to have a sight at the splendid docks 
and wharfs of [London].”630 
In Boston, the construction of the West India Docks coincided with the city’s waterfront 
transformations. In 1804, John Lowell wrote to his brother Francis Cabot Lowell about his visit 
to London while on a three-year European grand tour. His letter arrived just as Francis had begun 
to collaborate with Uriah Cotting, Harrison Gray Otis, and other merchants to finance and build 
India Wharf in Boston. John marveled at “the beauty & grandeur of this Commercial River [the 
Thames]” and commented on the monumental warehouses that held an “inconceivable quantity 
of valuable goods.”631 Francis was undoubtedly aware of the waterfront developments underway 
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in Great Britain. It is probable that he informed his fellow investors and their chosen architect, 
Charles Bulfinch, to emulate some of the West India Dock aesthetic principles at India Wharf.  
On both sides of the Atlantic, these waterfront developments shared many physical, 
architectural, and financial similarities, suggesting that American merchants continued to 
observe their English counterparts for examples of how and what to build. Both the West India 
Docks and India Wharf showcased a commitment to corporate-sponsorship. They required vast 
amounts of private capital; the total demolition of existing buildings and houses; and a physical 
dominance over the waterfront landscape that concentrated mercantile power in closely 
monitored, centralized locations.632 The developments followed similar site layouts, street 
networks, docking space, and warehouses. Both wharves linked the cities’ mercantile hubs to 
their commercial hubs. West India Dock’s Commercial Road “open[ed] an easy communication 
between the city of London and the different docks” and terminated at the Royal Exchange.633 
India Wharf connected to the custom house by way of Broad and India Street.634  
Furthermore, the London and Boston wharves embraced a similar neoclassical 
architectural language. West India Wharf was a “superb edifice,” “constructed of brick” with a 
basement built of rusticated stone and “surrounded by iron balustrades.”635 The warehouses 
featured “spacious” and “convenient” interiors with eight-foot-high ceilings. Circular and fan-
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shaped windows lit staircases, while large iron shutters on each floor provided space for the 
movement of goods on and off the docks. 636  
Historian Tamara Thornton argues that Americans struggled to comprehend the sheer 
volume of goods contained in these English waterfront buildings. Instead of quantifying the 
multitude of items held inside, they used descriptive language to describe these structures as 
“wonderful,” “astonishing,” and “sublime.637 The enormous volume of imported goods pushed 
Americans to try their hand at building similar waterfront spaces, like Boston’s India Wharf. 
Neoclassicism, with its connotations of refinement and gentility, provided merchants with a 
shared visual language to contain the monumentality of international trade. An architectural style 
first associated with domestic structures and civic buildings now encompassed waterfront 
infrastructure on a global scale.  
Over the course of the early nineteenth century, American merchants understood that true 
commercial success could not emerge from architectural emulation alone. As their forays into the 
East India trade had taught them, the most stable way to undertake risky overseas ventures was 
to collaborate across city and state lines. These English waterfront improvements set a precedent 
by which American merchants would design, build, and maintain similar structures. The success 
of London’s West India Dock complex, along with equally successful docking complexes in 
Liverpool, introduced American merchants to the combined power of architecture and finance 
when it came to constructing waterfront infrastructure. American merchants focused on English 
financial models, such as the bonded warehouse form, which had allowed their British and West 
Indian counterparts to reap economic benefits.  
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By the 1830s, merchants in Boston, New York, Philadelphia, Charleston, Savannah, and 
New Orleans pressured Congress to pass federal legislation to establish government-held bonded 
warehouses throughout American ports. Import merchants wishing to store goods would take out 
a bond with the government for double the value of the commodities. In return, they could store 
these goods in the government-backed warehouse for up to one year and not be liable for 
customs-duty payments until they had found a market for the “consumption, domestic transport, 
or re-export” of those goods.638 In 1846, Congress passed the Warehousing Act. In addition to 
establishing tax-free storage in government-backed warehouses, the Act also allowed American 
merchants to transfer imports to other American ports without facing additional taxes or 
regulation.639 In 1847, Robert Walker, the Secretary of the Treasury in the Polk administration, 
even traveled “to England to make a thorough examination into the whole theory and practice of 
the [bonded] system as now in operation there.”640  
The Warehousing Act’s impact on the American mercantile landscape went well beyond 
the economy. It also shaped the built environment. Critics had long cautioned the federal 
government against a national warehousing policy, fearing it “would increase the natural 
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tendency of business to concentrate itself in places affording demand and supply, facilities of 
intercommunication, large capital, and a market for exchange.” “Demand . . . for enlarged 
warehouses” took off from north to south, as merchants sought waterfront locations to entice the 
government to establish bonded buildings.641  
The most extensive effort occurred in New York City. In the 1840s, merchant Daniel 
Richards petitioned the New York State legislature to establish the Atlantic Dock Company. He 
enticed his associates James Stranahan and James DePeyster Ogden to join him, and he raised $1 
million to for the dock’s construction.642 Rather than build the complex on Manhattan’s crowded 
shores, Richards purchased real estate in Red Hook, Brooklyn. This purchase jumpstarted Red 
Hook’s transformation from a swampy cove to a warehousing center. The project faltered in its 
earliest years from mismanagement of funds and a series of legal hurdles. In 1844, Stranahan 
bought out a majority of the company stock and pushed forward with construction. He laid the 
cornerstone on May 24, 1844.  
When completed, the Atlantic Docks stood as the fullest expression of the warehouse-
basin complex in America. A form first pioneered in London had now reached America, and the 
project’s funders eagerly promoted this connection. It took a group of five hundred immigrant 
laborers two years to construct the complex. When completed, the Atlantic Docks showcased a 
forty-acre basin that could hold hundreds of ships. Docks, bulkheads, and piers surrounded the 
basin, and were topped by twenty-acres of four-story brick and stone warehouses.643 By the 
summer of 1846, the Atlantic Docks opened for business. [Fig. 5.14] 
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The project’s president, James DePeyster Ogden, had also served as president of the New 
York Chamber of Commerce and was one of the state’s leading proponents of the Warehousing 
Act. He anticipated the United States government’s need to establish a bonded warehouse in 
New York City. It was no surprise to him or his investors when the federal government asked to 
rent “ample accommodations for [bonded] storage” at the Atlantic Docks. The Docks served 
New York’s growing export trade. Raw cotton arrived from southern ports and grain arrived 
along the Erie Canal, each awaiting shipments to European ports, including Liverpool.644  
By the late 1840s, the era of the bonded warehouses in America had begun. It brought 
about a dramatic change in the scale and aesthetics of American waterfront districts. In New 
York, these warehouses led to Brooklyn’s ascendency as “the Walled City”—a nickname that 
referenced the long expanse of four- and five-story brick warehouses that lined the East River 
waterfront from Red Hook to the Navy Yard. Between 1885 and 1910, the Walled City boasted 
320 distinct waterfront warehouses, with the majority located in Red Hook near the Atlantic 
Basin.645  
Gone were the days of a regional wharf and warehouse form. By the mid-nineteenth 
century, American waterfronts boasted a standard warehouse type that looked equally at home in 
Boston, Brooklyn, New Orleans, or Charleston. Warehouses stood approximately four to five 
stories tall, with a footprint of 150 feet by thirty or sixty feet. Builders built brick structures with  
with masonry partition walls that not only separated interior spaces but also prohibited the spread 
of fire. Most warehouses boasted uniform rows of arched windows, which illuminated the 
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interiors and provided openings for workers to hoist goods up from the docks below. Builders 
mounted pulley systems along the warehouse roofline. Interior winch systems assisted workers 
in hauling heavy goods between floors. By the mid-nineteenth century, the waterfront warehouse 
landscape also featured grain elevators to assist in the storage of large quantities of unpackaged 
grain. Over time, the neoclassical ornament that defined American waterfront spaces grew 
increasingly abstract as warehouses assumed bland, structural forms. By the 1880s, exteriors 
showcased the arched windows and small, cast-iron stars—decorative washers that held the 
warehouses’ transverse beams in place.646 We can see these features clearly in a comparison of 
the Erie Basin Stores in Red Hook, Brooklyn, and the Mid-Atlantic Wharf in Charleston, South 
Carolina. [Fig. 5.15 and Fig. 5.16]  
American merchants used the architectural language of neoclassicism to build and bolster 
trade relationships on a global scale. Neoclassicism’s emphasis on Greco-Roman forms, 
symmetry, and order provided businessmen and consumers with a visual language of the 
economic relationships they hoped to build internationally—ones that supported economic 
growth, created orderly waterfront districts, and constructed warehouses, shops, and domestic 
spaces to safely store, sell, and display imported goods. American consumer culture also 
reflected these bourgeoning trade relationships through the fine art, furnishing, and decorative 
items people purchased from Canton, the West Indies, and England. By the mid-nineteenth 
century, the federal government codified these economic aspirations in the passage of the 
Warehousing Act of 1846. Merchants built bonded warehouses in cities from north to south, 
which showcased increasingly standardized brick walls, arched windows, and fireproof interiors. 
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By the close of the nineteenth century, American waterfront districts looked increasingly 






Fig. 5.1 A hurricane reduced the Edward Barrett House to its ground floor shell. In the early 
nineteenth century, it was one of the grandest mercantile structures in Falmouth, Jamaica. 





Fig. 5.2 Painting by unknown artist. “West Indian Scene, possibly Falmouth, Jamaica.” [circa 





Fig. 5.3 This photograph of 89 Beaufain Street in Charleston illustrates the distinctive features of 
the single house. (Photograph. 89 Beaufain Street (William G. Steele House). [Constructed 1815-





















Fig. 5.7 Site plan by unknown artist. “Layout of the Thirteen Factories.” [circa 1825-1844]. 




Fig. 5.8 Unknown artist. Hong bowl of Canton, China showing American flag. [circa 1800]. 










Fig. 5.10 Enoch Wood & Sons. Transfer-printed earthenware teapot, Exchange Coffee House 





Fig. 5.11 Enoch Wood & Sons. Transfer-printed earthenware teapot, India Wharf side. 6 in. x 11 









Fig. 5.13 Drawing by W. Daniell. “An Elevated View of the New Docks & Warehouses . . . on 
the Isle of Dogs.” [1802]. British Library. 
 
 






Fig. 5.15 Photograph by Joseph Hall. “Beard’s Erie Basin.” [circa 1880]. V1991.90.9.18. 




Fig. 5.16 Photograph by Steve Minor. “Middle Atlantic Wharf, 15 Prioleau Street, Charleston, 





Brooklyn’s “waterfront . . . yields treasures,” announced The Wall Street Journal in July 
2016. The borough’s East River shoreline, once home to scores of four- and five-story brick 
warehouses (that earned it the nickname “the Walled City”), could now boast only a handful of 
remaining structures. That summer workers were hard at work renovating one of those 
warehouses, the Empire Stores, from a nineteenth-century storage center to an upscale retail, 
restaurant, and museum space. The building had sat abandoned and derelict for over sixty 
years—"frozen in time” with old coffee beans, bags, and machinery scattered about the inside.647 
Developers, preservationists, and curators marveled at the remnants of the past and reveled in the 
opportunities for investment, conservation, and historical research. Today, as we look to the 
future of our urban waterfronts, we confront the historical foundations on which these physical 
and social structures stand.  
This dissertation has shown how the complex historical roots of America’s fascination 
with waterfront development stretches back centuries to the improvement initiatives of the early 
republic. In the decades following the American Revolution, merchant-entrepreneurs and civic 
leaders began to truly exploit the economic potential of waterfront infrastructure, investing 
money, time, and labor into the construction of monumental wharves, warehouses, and 
streetscapes that bolstered the waterfront district and advanced American involvement in 
international trade and commerce. Focusing on landmaking efforts, wharf and warehouse 
construction, public health initiatives, and property disputes, this work has uncovered a change 
over time in how Americans thought about and implemented waterfront improvements.  
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Wharf districts, once home to a broad spectrum of society, became increasingly 
specialized as merchants and politicians reconfigured patterns of property ownership and 
distribution that turned the waterfront into a region of the city dedicated specifically to 
mercantile business. Public health debates over the cause and spread of yellow fever pushed city 
dwellers to confront their relationship to the waterfront in systematic ways, through the passage 
of public health legislation, the demolition of dilapidated buildings, and the construction of new 
infrastructure. In 1846, the passage of the first federally-sponsored warehousing act cemented 
merchant power at the national level and brought about an architectural standard for warehouse 
design across American cities. (An earlier Empire Stores building, constructed in the 1850s, was 
a product of this legislation.)  
Americans responded to waterfront improvements in a variety of ways. Some, mostly 
business owners, corporate investors, and political officials, heralded construction as a product of 
American economic ingenuity and commercial prosperity. Others, including men and women of 
lower to middling social standing, questioned how these projects might benefit or hurt them 
financially. In some cities, their private questions turned to public protests in the face of ongoing 
construction.  Only by examining the social and economic contexts that supported the 
replacement of earlier waterfronts with specialized mercantile districts can we fully account for 
the range of physical landscapes and public responses those efforts produced. 
Today, inhabitants of America’s cities will find many of these themes all-too familiar: the 
presence of corporate development along the water’s edge; the role of celebrated architects and 
planners in the design and construction of expensive waterfront buildings; the ousting of long-
term residents and businesses in the face of high rents or shifting clientele; and the emergence of 
a socially invisible, but economically essential, service-sector workforce who provide the 
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necessary labor to keep these ventures afloat. We, too, grapple with questions of equity and 
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 APPENDIX A 
 
 Broad Street, India Street, India Wharf Stores and Services 
Source: Boston City Directory of 1821 
  Street 
Total   Broad Street India Street India Wharf 
 Unknown 112 7 12 131 
Artisan 1 1 4 6 
Blacksmith 4 0 0 4 
Cabinetmaker 2 0 0 2 
Carpenter 1 0 0 1 
Clock maker 1 0 0 1 
Clothing 1 0 0 1 
Cooper 1 0 0 1 
Coppersmith 1 0 0 1 
Cordwainer 5 0 0 5 
Cordware 1 0 0 1 
Earthenware 2 0 0 2 
Goods 56 31 38 125 
Hair dresser 1 0 0 1 
Hardware 3 0 0 3 
Hats 1 0 0 1 
Hatter 1 0 0 1 
Housewright 3 0 0 3 
Jappanner 1 0 0 1 





   
 
 
Mantuas 1 0 0 1 
Maritime* 11 3 12 26 
Mason 2 0 0 2 
Oysters 1 0 0 1 
Paint 2 0 0 2 
Paper 1 0 0 1 
Plumber 1 0 0 1 
Printer 3 0 0 3 
Shoes 4 0 0 4 
Tailor 9 0 0 9 
Tobacco 3 0 0 3 
Total 237 42 66 345 
*Note: Services that specifically cater to the maritime industry have been tallied under 
the category “maritime.” This includes listings for ship chandlers, nautical instrument 
makers, riggers, ship builders, wharfingers, sail makers, pump and block makers, tide-
waiters, and caulkers. 
